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Chapter! Introduction
1.1 Background and research questions
In virtually all countries around the world, education is a highly valuable asset for both 
social and economic advancement. It is closely related to  overall health and social well­
being and plays a key role in determining occupational success. Sociologists have observed 
a two-fold role o f education in the process of intergenerational mobility (Ganzeboom & 
Treiman, 1993; Shavit, Yaish & Bar-Haim, 2007). On the one hand, it is an important 
vehicle for social mobility, especially for members o f the most disadvantaged social groups. 
On the other hand, it contributes to  the maintenance of existing systems of social 
stratification (Blau & Duncan, 1967). In pre-industrial o r pre-modern times, investments in 
education and the acquisition o f knowledge were less common, as many occupations were 
directly transferred from one generation to  the next. Children from high and low socio­
economic backgrounds inherited the occupational position o f their parents, reproducing 
the existing social hierarchy. Throughout the twentieth century, the importance of 
education fo r occupational attainment increased substantially in the Western world. The 
long-term shift of employment from agriculture towards industry, and then to  a more 
knowledge-based service society, has increased the complexity of production and 
management, making the effectiveness of schooling widely valued (Blau & Duncan, 1967; 
Treiman, 1970). Education, therefore, plays an increasingly decisive role in selection and 
allocation in the modern labour market, while the direct impact of socio-economic family 
background on labour market outcomes has weakened.
The rising significance o f education for career opportunities in Western societies has 
encouraged not only children from high socio-economic backgrounds to  attain high levels 
of education; children from low socio-economic backgrounds too  recognize the need to  
obtain a high-value diploma and consequently enrol in higher levels o f schooling. Given 
today’s rapid educational expansion, one might expect the influence o f social background 
in determining educational opportunity to  have decreased over time. Indeed, research in 
the field o f social stratification and social mobility reveals that the association between 
social background and education has weakened over time, but significant social 
background differences in educational success persist (e.g. Breen, Luijkx, Müller & Pollak, 
2009; De Graaf & Ganzeboom, 1993; Jonsson, 1993; Ringdal & Birkelund, 2001; Smith & 
Cheung, 1986; Vallet, 2004). As education is still unequally distributed among children 
from different socio-economic backgrounds, educational opportunities -  and resultant 
occupational outcomes -  continue to  be partly dependent on the luck o f birth.
Whereas in former times, children’s educational career was largely related to  their 
parental social background, today children’s own academic performance and motivation 
are the main determinants o f school success (e.g. Bakker & Cremers, 1994; Jencks et al., 
1972; Marks & McMillan, 2003; Sewell, Haller & Portes, 1969; Sewell & Hauser, 1993).
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Children’s level of academic performance is particularly key for a successful educational 
career (Esping-Andersen, 2004). It is thus a necessary factor to  consider when 
examining educational inequality. Study o f school performance allows for a better 
representation o f the educational selection process, and it also yields insight into how 
social selection in educational opportunity comes about. Due to  the increasing awareness 
of the relevance of children’s academic performance for educational success, it is 
reasonable and seemingly obvious to  expect that parents try  to  strengthen the 
performance level of their children as a way to  increase their children’s chances of 
obtaining a high educational qualification. Because of high-status parents’ extensive access 
to  economic, cultural and social resources, they are in a better position to  enhance their 
children’s academic performance than parents from less advantaged social backgrounds. 
Moreover, the genetic advantage o f high-status children over low-status children could 
contribute to  social differentiation in academic performance. The association between 
social background and children’s academic performance is what Boudon has called the 
‘primary’ effect o f social background (Boudon, 1974; Goldthorpe, 1996), leading to  social 
background differences in children’s educational success. Additionally, Boudon’s 
‘secondary’ effect of social background refers to  social background differences in 
educational success, net of children’s performance level (Boudon, 1974). Thus, by taking 
into account children’s academic performance, social inequality can be decomposed into 
tw o different social background effects, which are graphically (slightly simplified) depicted 
in Figure 1.1.
Figure !.! The primary and secondary effects of social background
A  (*B) = Primary effects of social background
C (net of children’s academic performance) = Secondary effects of social background
The aim of this book is to  investigate to  what extent and in what way parents from high 
socio-economic backgrounds are more capable o f and successful in providing a high 
educational level fo r their offspring than parents from less advantaged socio-economic 
backgrounds. More specifically, it studies the influence of social background on successive 
educational transitions and decisions, with special attention to  the role o f children’s 
academic performance. Both primary and secondary effects of social background are 
discussed and examined in great detail, providing knowledge about the mechanisms of 
educational inequality in the Dutch educational system. Moreover, this study investigates
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stability and change in inequality o f educational opportunity over time, using five school 
entry cohorts of Dutch pupils, ranging from 1965 to  1999. It will show whether education 
can still be seen as a social stratifier (i.e. as an important means for higher social strata to  
preserve their privilege), o r whether education has become more of an equalizer (i.e. an 
opportunity for social mobility for people from the lower social strata). Additionally, it will 
demonstrate whether changes have occurred in the importance of the primary and 
secondary effects, and in the relative weight of both types of effects, on various 
educational transitions. The general research questions read as follows:
!. To what extent do prim ary and secondary effects o f social background affect 
subsequent educational transitions throughout children’s educational careers in 
the Netherlands?
2. To what extent have these effects changed over time?
This introductory chapter further provides a general overview of developments in the 
empirical study of educational inequality, followed by an introduction and discussion o f the 
primary and secondary effects of social background. Then, it briefly considers the Dutch 
educational research tradition and finally concludes with an outline of the rest of the book.
1.2 D eve lopm en ts  in research on  educa tiona l inequ a lity
During the 1960s and 1970s, the conventional way o f examining social inequality in 
educational opportunity was to  focus on the final educational attainment. Generally, years 
of schooling obtained constituted the most dominant condition for unequal opportunities 
during the life course. In their well-known status attainment model, Blau and Duncan 
(1967) were among the first to  assess social background effects on children’s final 
educational level, using OLS regression models. Their main conclusion was that children’s 
educational attainment depends on their socio-economic family background, which in turn 
leads to  social inequality in occupational status. O ther social scientists also found a 
positive association between social background and children’s final educational attainment 
(e.g. Jencks et al., 1972; Shavit & Blossfeld, 1993). Research findings on changes in 
educational inequality seem to  be more inconclusive, o r even contradictive. In their 
comparative volume on changing educational inequalities, Shavit and Blossfeld (1993) 
conclude that in general, the effect o f social background on educational attainment has not 
decreased in industrialized countries. Educational differences between social strata remain 
virtually unchanged, w ith tw o exceptions. In Sweden and in the Netherlands the effects of 
both father’s occupational status and father’s education on educational attainment declined 
over time. O ther empirical studies also find evidence of declining effects of social 
background in the determination of final educational attainment (e.g. Breen et al. 2009; 
Ringdal & Birkelund, 2001; Smith & Cheung, 1986; Vallet, 2004).
In the early 1980s, Mare pointed out that in order to  increase our understanding of
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the association between final educational attainment and social background, more 
attention needs to  be paid to  the sequence of decisions students face during their 
educational career (Mare, 1980; 1981). By decomposing the educational career into a 
series of successive transitions at which students either continue to  the next level of 
schooling or drop out, the effect of social background at each specific branching point can 
be determined. Mare used conditional logistic models to  assess the influence o f social 
background on the likelihood o f surviving a particular transition.
An important advantage o f scrutinizing school continuation probabilities at sequential 
decision points, compared to  studying final educational attainment, is the opportunity to  
consider selection and expansion processes. The Dutch school system is organized such 
that a selection takes place at each educational transition. This selection is primarily based 
on pupils’ individual characteristics, such as performance, motivation and ambitions. The 
brightest, most motivated and ambitious children are more likely to  continue schooling, 
whilst the less bright and less motivated children have a greater likelihood o f leaving the 
educational system. Consequently, pupils exhibit less variability in individual skills and 
characteristics (i.e. less heterogeneity) at each subsequent transition point. As these 
individual characteristics are positively related to  social background, the influence o f social 
background on educational transitions presumably decreases as the educational career 
progresses.
On the other hand, due to  educational expansion, the population of pupils who 
continue their educational career and go on to  face later educational transitions increases, 
leading to  an increasingly heterogeneous group o f pupils in terms of individual skills. As a 
result of this rising heterogeneity in skills at the higher levels of education, the relationship 
between social background and individual skills is likely strengthened. Therefore, the total 
impact of social background on school continuation probabilities later in the educational 
career has likely increased over time.
The key conclusion of Mare’s study is that decreasing social background effects at 
educational transitions and increasing social background effects over time may result in 
stable social background effects on the final level of educational attainment (Mare, 1981). 
Rijken (1999) showed that increasing social inequality at all transitions together with 
declining social inequality over time generally leads to  a decrease in social inequality in the 
final level of education completed. Thus, the change in social inequality in the final 
educational attainment is in fact the combination o f tw o mutually offsetting effects (Rijken, 
1999).
Mare’s logit model of educational transitions encouraged many researchers 
worldwide to  study the impact of social background throughout children’s educational 
careers. One important and persistent finding o f these studies is that social background 
effects decrease substantially from the earliest educational transition to  the latest (e.g. 
Mare, 1980; Shavit & Blossfeld, 1993; Müller & Karle, 1993; Sieben, 2001). Due to  all the 
selection and allocation processes that take place during the educational career, the
18
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influence of social background is most evident in the beginning o f children’s schooling. 
When focusing on change in the relationship between social background and educational 
transitions, Shavit and Blossfeld (1993) found persistent inequalities, as they also found for 
the final educational level. Again only in the Netherlands and Sweden did the effects of 
father’s education and father’s occupation on the earliest transitions decline, most likely as 
the result of educational expansion and institutional reforms. More recent studies for 
other countries also show declining social background effects on the lower educational 
transitions (e.g. Jonsson, Mills & Müller, 1996, for Germany and Sweden; Marks & 
McMillan, 2003, for Australia; Ringdal & Birkelund, 2001, for Norway; Shavit & 
Westerbeek, 1998, fo r Italy; Vallet, 2004, for France), but they find stable or even 
increasing social background effects in transitions associated with advanced stages o f the 
educational system (e.g. Smith & Cheung, 1986; Vallet, 2004).
Although Mare’s sequential transition model has been an important step forward in 
the understanding o f educational inequality, it has been criticized on several grounds 
(Breen & Jonsson, 2000; Cameron & Heckman, 1998; Rijken, 1999). Here, tw o points of 
criticism are highlighted. First of all, Mare’s model does not represent multi-track 
educational systems, such as the Dutch, German and Swedish. Mare assumes that pupils 
proceed through the educational system in an exclusively sequential mode, neglecting the 
branching points in multi-track systems which give pupils several educational options that 
differ in level and prestige and thus allow pupils to  follow alternative routes. In order to  
analyse social selection in such multi-track educational systems, multinomial transition 
models are more appropriate than logit models (Breen & Jonsson, 2000). Therefore, this 
study employs multinomial regression techniques to  examine the influence of social 
background on educational transitions in the Dutch multi-track educational system.
Another point of criticism states that the effect of socio-economic background, or 
other observed variables, on the probability o f surviving sequential educational transitions 
is biased by its correlation with unobserved variables (Cameron & Heckman, 1998; Rijken, 
1999; Shavit, Yaish & Bar-Haim, 2007). Important unobserved variables for educational 
success are individual characteristics, such as academic performance, motivation and 
aspirations. If these individual characteristics are not taken into account, the direct effect 
of socio-economic background is likely to  be overestimated. Although this criticism is 
relevant and sound, controlling for all unobserved variables is unrealistic. Shavit and 
colleagues (2007) rightly state that, like all other models, the transition model should be 
viewed as a reduced form which does not include all variables that are correlated with the 
independent and dependent variables. This study is able to  include children’s academic 
performance, which is, when not taken into account, considered to  be the main measure 
causing bias in the effect o f socio-economic background.
1.3 U nders tand ing  social background effects
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1.3.1 Primary and secondary effects o f social background
A t the end of the 1960s, building on the pioneering w ork  of Blau and Duncan (1967), 
Sewell and colleagues (Sewell, Haller & Portes, 1969; Sewell & Hauser, 1972; 1975; 1980; 
1993) developed a causal model of the status attainment process in order to  explain the 
effects o f socio-economic background on educational attainment and subsequently on 
occupational attainment. According to  this model, the relationship between social 
background and educational and occupational attainment can be attributed to  social- 
psychological factors, such as academic achievement, the influence o f significant others, 
educational aspirations and occupational aspirations. This model made it possible to  
establish the importance of children’s educational performance in inequality of educational 
opportunity.
In 1974, Boudon also highlighted the significance o f children’s performance in 
explaining inequality o f educational opportunity. He argued that social differences in 
educational transitions generally are the result of tw o effects, which, as noted earlier, he 
labelled the ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ effects of social background. Primary effects refer to  
social background differences in academic performance due to  genetic and social 
environmental conditions (e.g. socio-economic and socio-cultural environment) in the 
family o f origin. That is, children from high socio-economic backgrounds are more likely to  
obtain a high academic performance level than those from low socio-economic 
backgrounds, because parents o f the former have more and superior resources to  
transmit and put more emphasis on a high performance level. The secondary effects 
involve educational choices related to  children’s socio-economic background; as high­
status children make more ambitious educational decisions than low-status children, even 
at the same performance level. Both primary and secondary effects are believed to  play a 
key role in this study.
1.3.2 Mechanisms behind the primary and secondary effects
Researchers assume that there are different causal factors behind the primary and 
secondary effects o f social background (Barone, 2006; Boudon, 1974; Breen et al., 2009; 
Erikson & Jonsson, 1996; Van der W erfhorst & Hofstede, 2007). First, we discuss the 
explanations for social background differences in ability and educational performance (i.e. 
primary effects). Erikson and Jonsson (1996) distinguish five reasons why the academic 
performance o f children from low socio-economic backgrounds is, on average, poorer 
than that of children from more favourable social backgrounds. First of all, the relationship 
between social background and ability or academic performance may depend on genetic 
o r biological factors. According to  the adherents of the nature argument, differences in 
native intelligence fully account fo r the existing educational inequality among children from 
different socio-economic backgrounds (e.g. Herrnstein & Murray, 1994; Jensen, 1969). 
Many scholars agree that genetic factors play a significant role in students’ performance 
assessments, but they also emphasize that there are also socio-economic background
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effects on these performance assessments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & 
Ceci, 1994; Duyme, Dumaret & Tomkiewicz, 1999; Fischer et al., 1996; Jonsson & Erikson, 
2000; Meijnen, 2006).
The idea that social variation in ability and performance is caused by differences in 
childhood conditions and socialization between socio-economic status groups is the most 
natural counterpart of the genetic explanation. According to  this second explanation, high­
status parents have superior economic, cultural and social resources at their disposal, by 
which they have the means to  guide and help their children in obtaining a high academic 
performance level. For instance, high-status parents are more able and willing to  assist 
their children with homework, to  guide their children’s reading behaviour and to  provide 
extra school exercises and training during childhood than parents from low socio­
economic backgrounds. Moreover, as they have more financial means, they can send their 
children to  high quality schools and arrange extra tuition for their offspring.
The third explanation refers to  the educational system instead of the home 
environment and is related to  Bourdieu’s social reproduction theory (Boudieu, 1984; 
Bourdieu & Passeron, [1977] 1990). It states that the norms and habitus of the higher 
social strata dominate the educational system. Consequently, children raised and socialized 
in families w ith high socio-economic backgrounds are more likely to  perform well in 
school, in contrast to  low socio-economic children who are not familiar w ith the culture 
and values that prevail in the educational system. The final tw o explanations of Erikson and 
Jonsson (1996) refer to  conditions in the family of origin. Differences in health and 
nutrition may explain the relationship between socio-economic background and children’s 
academic performance, as well as social background differences in family size. However, 
due to  generally improved living conditions and the general decrease in family size, the 
impact o f these factors may have greatly diminished over time.
Rational choice approaches have often been used to  explain social background 
differences in educational decisions, given children’s academic performance levels (i.e. 
secondary effects) (e.g. Boudon, 1974; Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997; Breen et al., 2009; 
Goldthorpe, 1996). The fundamental argument here is that differences in educational 
choices emerge as a result o f the differences between social strata in their expectations of 
the costs and benefits of education and also with regard to  their expectation concerning 
the probability o f the educational success of their offspring. First of all, a high level of 
material wealth enables high socio-economic families to  easily bear the direct and indirect 
costs of their children’s schooling, whereas low socio-economic families have more 
difficulty paying for the education o f their offspring. Probably more important, there are 
opportunity costs o f education, that is, lost family wages when the pupil is attending 
school. Low socio-economic families are likely more inclined to  prefer immediate labour 
market returns above additional years o f schooling that only cost money (in the short 
term), by which their children are less likely to  continue their educational career and 
enter high levels of education. The social costs o f higher education might offer an
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additional reason for low-status families to  prefer their children attaining a less ambitious 
level o f schooling. As such, they might be concerned that a high educational level would 
lead to  estrangement between them and their offspring.
The perceived benefits of education also contribute to  social differentials in 
educational choices. For instance, the increasing demand for highly qualified workers has 
strengthened awareness among all social strata that education is essential for obtaining and 
maintaining an occupation. Consequently, more children from all socio-economic 
backgrounds recognize the value o f education and strive for a high educational level. 
Nevertheless, in their relative risk aversion theory, Breen and Goldthorpe (1997) assert 
that the advantages o f attaining a high educational level are still larger for high socio­
economic families than for low socio-economic families, as all parents want to  avoid 
downward intergenerational mobility. From this perspective, to  maintain the family’s social 
position across generations, children have to  achieve the educational level that gives them 
access to  at least the social position of the family o f origin. This implies that high-status 
children must obtain a higher educational level to  prevent status demotion than children 
from less advantaged social backgrounds. As a direct consequence, they will enrol in more 
ambitious levels of schooling.
Finally, the expected probability of educational success might cause educational 
decisions to  differ according to  socio-economic background. High-status parents have far 
more experience and information on the culture and curriculum of the higher educational 
levels than low-status parents because they attended these levels themselves. Therefore, 
they are more able to  assess the success probability of their offspring in higher levels of 
education, compared to  parents from low socio-economic backgrounds who are more 
inclined to  think their children will fail.
1.3.3 P rior research on the primary and secondary effects on educational transitions
Although the distinction between primary and secondary effects o f social background is 
well established and often cited in the literature, few attempts have been made to  
scrutinize both types of effects simultaneously. Most research on educational inequality 
directs attention towards the total effect of social background on children’s (successive) 
educational transitions, showing a positive relationship between social background and 
children’s educational transitions, though predominantly in the beginning of the 
educational career (e.g. Jonsson et al., 1996; Marks & McMillan, 2003; Ringdal & Birkelund, 
2001; Shavit & Blossfeld, 1993; Torche, 2005; Vallet, 2004).
Additionally, the primary and secondary effects o f social background are often 
studied separately. Cross-national research has repeatedly demonstrated that high socio­
economic children tend to  have higher academic performance levels than their 
counterparts from lower socio-economic strata (i.e. primary effects) (e.g. Barone, 2006; 
Feinstein, 2003; Katsillis & Rubinson, 1990; Ricciuti, 2004; Veenstra & Kuyper, 2004). 
O ther empirical studies prove that in general, high-status children have a greater
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likelihood o f attaining high educational levels than low-status children, even if they have 
the same level of academic performance (i.e. secondary effects) (e.g. Alexander & Entwisle, 
2001; Davies, Heinesen & Holm, 2002; Marks & McMillan, 2003; Need & De Jong, 2001; 
Nguyen & Taylor, 2003; Powers & Wojtkiewicz, 2004; Sewell & Shah, 1967).
Recently, researchers have become more interested in simultaneously examining 
both effects of social background (Esping-Andersen, 2004; Stocké, 2007). In 1996, Erikson 
and Jonsson initiated an approach of analysing primary and secondary effects. Regarding 
primary effects, they determined pupils’ grade point average (GPA), as a measure of 
academic performance, and related it to  children’s class origin. As expected, pupils from 
the upper service class perform better, on average, than those born into the working 
class, producing a significant difference in the probability of entering upper secondary 
education between these social strata. W ith  respect to  the secondary effects, fo r each 
class o f origin, the likelihood o f entering upper secondary education was assessed using 
logistic regression models in which grade point average was included as an independent 
variable. These analyses demonstrated that children from the upper service class have a 
greater probability of enrolling in upper secondary education than children of working- 
class background, independent of their achievement level. Lately, this method of analysing 
primary and secondary effects has been adopted and extended by other researchers 
(Erikson, 2007; Erikson et al., 2005; Jackson et al., 2007). In order to  establish the relative 
weight of the primary and secondary effects, they applied a counterfactual analysis 
implemented by numerical integration. These studies provide clear evidence of the 
existence of both primary and secondary effects of social background. Additionally, they 
show that in British society primary effects account for a larger part of social inequality in 
the transition to  A-level education than secondary effects (Erikson et al., 2005; Jackson et 
al., 2007). A  similar result was found for Stockholm when studying the transition to  upper 
secondary education (Erikson, 2007).
A  limitation of the current body o f research on primary and secondary effects is that 
most studies employ a single cohort design (e.g. Erikson & Jonsson, 1996; Erikson et al., 
2005), and therefore knowledge on trends in these effects is scant. There are a few 
important exceptions. Jackson and colleagues (2007) found for British society that 
secondary effects accounted for about 30 to  40 per cent o f the class differences in the 
transition to  A-level education in 1974 and in 1986. By 2001, this was reduced to  about 20 
to  25 per cent. For Stockholm, Erikson (2007) demonstrated that the relative importance 
of the secondary effects on the transition to  upper secondary school decreased from 
about 51 per cent to  about 42 per cent between 1969 and 1990. The current study builds 
upon these recently published works to  try  to  find out the extent to  which the primary 
and secondary effects and their relative importance have changed with respect to  various 
educational transitions in the Netherlands. The study’s historical timeframe is the last 
quarter of the twentieth century.
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1.4 Research on  educa tiona l inequa lity : The  D u tch  case
This study investigates inequality in educational opportunity throughout the educational 
career and over time in the Netherlands. This country is an interesting testing ground to  
examine educational inequality, since first of all it has never been much of a ‘class society’, 
such as England o r Sweden, but more a ‘knowledge-based’ society (Kraaykamp, Van Eijck 
& Ultee, 2010). Many Dutch educational studies have found the effect of father’s and 
mother’s education on educational attainment to  be larger than the effect of the father’s 
occupation, and while the effect o f the father’s education on a child’s highest educational 
attainment has declined slightly over time, the effect of father’s occupation has virtually 
vanished (e.g. Bakker & Cremers, 1994; De Graaf & Ganzeboom, 1993). Secondly, as 
stated before, in the comparative educational volume edited by Shavit and Blossfeld 
(1993), the Netherlands turned out to  be an exceptional case, as a trend towards 
openness was observed, whereas in most other industrialized countries, the influence of 
socio-economic background remained largely unchanged. Educational research has since 
however indicated declining social background effects in other Western societies as well 
(e.g. Breen et al., 2009; Ringdal & Birkelund, 2001; Vallet, 2004). The considerable interest 
in tracked continental educational systems (e.g. Bakker & Cremers, 1994; Erikson & 
Rudolphi, 2009; Jacob & Tieben, 2009, Tieben, De Graaf & De Graaf, 2009) offers a third 
argument to  focus on educational inequality in the Netherlands.
1.4.1 The Dutch educational system
The Dutch educational system (Figure 1.2) is characterized by complex tracking 
mechanisms and a high level o f differentiation. Throughout the twentieth century, several 
changes and reforms have taken place, but these have left the structure o f the Dutch 
educational system largely unaltered. In 1901 the Compulsory Education Law was 
introduced, making education mandatory for children aged 6 to  12. In 1969, the 
compulsory education period was extended to  9 years, and in 1975 it became 10 years. 
Since 1986, children from age 5 are legally obliged to  start school. However, nowadays 
most Dutch children start their educational career at the age of 4.
The in 1968 implemented Law on Secondary Education, better known as the 
‘Mammoth Law’, laid the foundation for the current educational system. This legislation 
abolished the former academic tracks in secondary education (i.e. (more) extended 
primary education ((M)ULO), secondary school for girls (MMS), higher citizen school 
(HBS), and grammar school (lyceum and gymnasium)). These were replaced by three new 
scholastic tracks: lower general secondary education (MAVO), higher general secondary 
education (HAVO) and pre-university education (VW O). The vocational secondary school 
track (lower vocational education (LBO)) did not undergo any structural change.
Primary school remained the first stage of compulsory education consisting o f eight 
grades (eight years of schooling) in which pupils learn basic skills and knowledge. A  key 
transition point occurs at the end o f primary school, at the age of about 12, when pupils
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Figure 1.2 Developments in the Dutch educational system
BEFORE 1968 1968- 1999 SINCE 1999
LBO: LOWER VOCATIONAL EDUCATION HBS: HIGHER CITIZEN SCHOOL
(M)ULO: (MORE) EXTENDED PRIMARY EDUCATION HAVO: HIGHER GENERALSECONDARY EDUCATION
MAVO: LOWER GENERAL SECONDARY EDUCATION LYCEUM / GYM(NASIUM): GRAMMAR SCHOOL
VMBO GL/TL: PRE-VOCATIONAL SECONDARY EDUCATION TOWARDS THEORETICAL VW O: PRE-UNIVERSITY EDUCATION
LEARNING (TL) AND MIXED MANUAL AN D  THEORETICAL LEARNING (GL) MBO: INTERMEDIATE VOCATIONAL EDUCATION
VMBO KL/BL: PRE-VOCATIONAL SECONDARY EDUCATION TOWARDS MIDDLE- HBO: HIGHER VOCATIONAL EDUCATION
MANAGEMENT LEARNING (KL) AND MANUAL PROFESSION LEARNING (BL) W O : UNIVERSITY 
MMS: SECONDARY SCHOOL FOR GIRLS
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decide which type and level of secondary education they will pursue. Since the enactment 
of the Mammoth Law, a standardized test of pupils’ aptitude and a recommendation made 
by the pupil’s primary school teacher are the most important determinants o f secondary 
school choice.
Until 1999, pupils could choose one of four tracks: LBO, MAVO, HAVO and VW O . 
These tracks differed in specialization (vocational versus academic) and in the level of 
difficulty (lower versus higher level). LBO and MAVO, both lasting four years, constituted 
the lower track of secondary education, which prepared children for entrance to  
intermediate vocational education (MBO). In 1999, these tw o types of lower track 
secondary education were merged into a new educational type, called ‘pre-vocational 
secondary education’ (VMBO), itself divided into four levels and also lasting four years. 
The tw o highest levels of VMBO are oriented towards theoretical learning (TL) and a mix 
of manual and theoretical learning (GL). These are comparable to  the former MAVO level. 
The tw o lowest VMBO levels are oriented towards middle management learning (KL) and 
learning of a manual profession (BL). These represent the former LBO level. The aim of 
this educational reform was to  improve and facilitate the transition from lower track 
secondary education to  intermediate vocational education (MBO). Study programmes 
offered at the MBO level vary in duration from one to  four years, as well as in difficulty 
(four levels).
When leaving primary school, pupils may also enrol in more selective types of 
secondary education, that is, higher general secondary education (HAVO), lasting five 
years, and pre-university education (VWO), lasting six years. Both types of higher track 
secondary education provide direct access to  tertiary education, albeit to  different tracks. 
Completion of HAVO is a prerequisite for admission to  higher vocational education 
(HBO), while VW O  graduates are also eligible to  enrol in the more prestigious university 
(W O).
Another key feature o f the Dutch educational system since the implementation of 
the Mammoth Law is the opportunity to  move both vertically (to higher levels) as well as 
horizontally (between different tracks). Dutch pupils are allowed to  reconsider 
educational decisions, to  make detours and to  ‘stack’ various educational levels (De Graaf 
& Ganzeboom, 1993). The current study therefore looks not only at the more 
conventional educational transitions (i.e. the transition from primary school to  secondary 
school and the transition from secondary education to  post-secondary education), but 
also considers less standard educational paths within secondary and tertiary schooling.
In the 1990s, other educational reforms were introduced, mainly w ith respect to  
secondary school training. In 1993, a standardized basic curriculum for secondary 
education (Basisvorming) was implemented, providing pupils a general educational 
programme for the first three years of secondary schooling to  give them more time to  
learn where their talents and interests lie. In 1999, next to  the introduction of pre- 
vocational secondary education (VMBO), the second phase of higher track secondary
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education (i.e. last tw o years of HAVO and last three years of VW O ) was restructured. 
Pupils no longer selected their own set of examination subjects, but rather chose one of 
four profiles: culture and society, economy and society, nature and health, or nature and 
technology. The profile is the set o f subjects that makes up the largest part of the final 
secondary school years and facilitates the transition to  tertiary education. Dutch and 
English are compulsory, as well as mathematics in three of the four profiles, the exception 
is the culture and society profile. Additionally, the so-called ‘study house’ was 
implemented, increasing the emphasis on pupils’ independent o r self-regulated learning. 
Teachers were no longer merely to  transfer knowledge and skills to  pupils in traditional 
lessons. Their main task became to  guide and encourage pupils’ learning process. The 
current research tries to  find out whether these educational reforms had consequences 
for inequality in educational opportunities among social status groups.
!.4 .2  D utch h istorica l research on  educational inequality
There is a long-standing educational research tradition in the Netherlands. Whereas 
educational science researchers mainly focus on educational inequality at a specific point in 
pupils’ school careers, such as the choice for maths and science subjects in higher track 
secondary education (Van Langen, 2005) o r the primary school’s recommendation for a 
type o f secondary schooling (Luyten & Bosker, 2004), educational sociologists focus mainly 
on educational inequality at clear-cut educational transitions and in final educational 
attainment. This book on educational inequality therefore is sociological in nature.
Most Dutch sociological research deals with social inequality in the transition from 
primary school to  secondary education. The importance o f studying this particular 
educational transition was explicitly emphasized by Van Heek (1968). He argued that the 
Netherlands has a large reserve of pupils born in the lower social strata who have the 
talent and competency to  enter pre-university education (VW O) after primary school, but 
for some reason decide not to  enrol in this relatively prestigious level of secondary 
education. Surprisingly, however, he found no evidence fo r this large pool of hidden talent 
among children from low socio-economic backgrounds. Van Kemenade and Kropman 
(1972) criticized the w ork  o f Van Heek for using a composite measure o f performance, 
consisting of children’s test scores and social background characteristics. When the social 
background factors were excluded from this measure, they did find social background to  
positively affect the transition to  pre-university education, to  the detriment o f low-status 
children.
The search for hidden talent by Van Heek (1968) led to  a branch o f Dutch empirical 
studies considering the extent to  which social background influences the transition from 
primary school to  secondary education. W ithin this tradition, Peschar ( 1978) was among 
the first to  empirically compare tw o cohorts so as to  establish any alteration in the effect 
of socio-economic background on the educational level of 18-year-old male pupils from 
the city of Groningen. He demonstrated that social inequality hardly changed between
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1958 and 1973. From that time on, substantial historical research has been conducted, 
using multiple cohort studies, to  gain insight into the trends in social inequality in the 
transition from primary to  secondary education (e.g. Bakker & Cremers, 1994; Bakker & 
Schouten, 1991; Bakker, Dronkers & Schijf, 1982; Dronkers, 1983, 1993; De Jong, 
Dronkers & Saris, 1982; Dronkers, De Graaf, De Haan, Peek & Swanborn, 1982; Faasse, 
Bakker, Dronkers & Schijf, 1986; Meesters, Dronkers & Schijf, 1983; Vrooman & 
Dronkers, 1986; Willemse, 1987). The latest study, by Bakker and Cremers (1994), using 
four cohort data sets, found surprisingly little change in the effect of children’s academic 
performance in the determination of secondary school choice between cohort 1965 and 
cohort 1989. The effect of fathers’ educational and occupational attainment on children’s 
performance level has decreased, but this positive development is partly offset by the fact 
that children’s performance level is increasingly dependent on mothers’ educational level 
(i.e. seemingly stable or even increasing primary effects of social background). The effects 
of both fathers’ and mothers’ education on the transition to  secondary education, 
controlling fo r children’s performance level, have not changed over time, while the impact 
of fathers’ occupational status has decreased (i.e. seemingly indicating diminishing 
secondary effects of social background). As a result o f these historical developments, it 
seems that the total effect o f parental education on the choice for a particular track of 
secondary education after leaving primary school remained fairly stable o r slightly 
decreased between school entry cohort 1965 and cohort 1989.
Most Dutch studies use a prospective cohort design to  study the relationship 
between social background and the transition to  secondary education. However, some 
studies have made use of a retrospective approach, covering a longer time frame. Using 
retrospective data, Tieben and colleagues (2009) recently found a continuous declining 
trend in the effect o f father’s occupational status on secondary school choice for cohorts 
born between 1935 and 1986. The effect of parental education declined for the pre-war 
cohorts, but thereafter, the differences in secondary school choice increased to  some 
extent between children with highly educated parents and those with low-educated 
parents. Unfortunately, there is no measure of children’s academic performance included, 
and thus the primary and secondary effects o f social background cannot be disentangled. 
The fact that the prospective studies on social inequality in secondary school choice 
generally make use of OLS regression techniques, whereas the retrospective study of 
Tieben and colleagues (2009) employs multinominal regression analysis, makes results 
difficult to  compare.
Although the bulk of prior Dutch educational research examines the first transition 
after leaving primary school, some studies attempt to  scrutinize social inequality in the 
transition to  tertiary education (e.g. Bosma & Cremers, 1996; De Graaf & Ganzeboom, 
1993; De Graaf & Wolbers, 2003; Korteweg et al., 2003; Rijken, Maas & Ganzeboom, 
2007; Tieben & Wolbers, 2010; Webbink, 1997). The common finding here is that the 
choice of post-secondary schooling after completion o f higher track secondary education
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depends on social background; children from high socio-economic backgrounds are more 
likely to  enrol in higher levels o f post-secondary schooling than those from less favourable 
social backgrounds.
The current study builds on and extends prior Dutch trend research on educational 
inequality. As indicated above, changes in the primary and secondary effects have been 
examined with respect to  the transition from primary to  secondary school (e.g. Bakker & 
Cremers, 1994; Bakker & Schouten, 1991; Willemse, 1987). These studies, however, are 
either based on local samples (e.g. Faasse et al., 1986; Meesters, Dronkers & Schijf, 1983; 
Vrooman & Dronkers, 1986) o r compare only tw o cohorts, which might lead to  a focus 
on circumstantial peculiarities (e.g. De Jong, Dronkers & Saris, 1982; Willemse, 1987). This 
study uses multiple cohorts o f Dutch pupils. The youngest cohorts (i.e. cohort 1993 and 
cohort 1999) have never been studied in prior Dutch comparative educational research, 
meaning that this research provides a more up-to-date picture of developments in 
educational inequality. Furthermore, (changes in) the relative weight of primary and 
secondary effects o f social background are considered, which is an innovation compared 
to  previous Dutch educational studies. Finally, whereas prior Dutch research has mainly 
focused on the transition from primary school to  secondary education, this book deals 
with all o f the important educational transitions and decisions in the Dutch educational 
system.
1.5 C u r re n t  s tu d y
1.5.1 O utline  o f th is study
The outline of this study is graphically represented in Figure 1.3. First of all, this study 
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addresses social background differences in children’s academic performance throughout 
primary school. Already at the start o f their educational career, children from high socio­
economic backgrounds perform better at school than their low-status peers (i.e. primary 
effects of social background), leading to  social differentiation in successive educational 
transitions. Chapter 2 addresses the parental practices that may underlie these primary 
effects (Figure 1.4), answering the research question to  what extent do parental reading 
socialization and early school involvement explain social background differences in 
children’s academic performance over the course of primary school? Additionally, I am 
interested in whether and how these parental practices affect children’s performance 
development during the primary school years. Therefore, tw o other questions are posed 
in Chapter 2: To what extent do parental reading socialization and early school 
involvement affect children’s academic performance over the course of primary school, 
directly as well as indirectly, through prior demonstrated academic performance? And, to  
what extent do parental reading socialization and early school involvement affect the 
development of children’s academic performance over the course of primary school? W ith 
the help of hierarchical models, I try  to  learn the extent to  which the inherent educational 
advantage of children from more favourable socio-economic backgrounds remains o r even 
expands throughout the years in primary school.
Figure 1.4 Research model - Chapter 2
C (net of children’s academic performance) = Secondary effects of social background
Chapter 3 scrutinizes both primary and secondary effects with respect to  the first and 
most important selection moment in the Dutch educational system, that is, the transition 
from primary school to  secondary education (Figure 1.5). In general, children from high 
socio-economic backgrounds are more likely to  proceed to  higher track secondary 
education than those from low socio-economic backgrounds. Both types of effects will 
likely play a significant role in the probability of enrolling in higher track secondary 
education after leaving primary school. I establish the magnitude of these effects and their 
relative weight in the total social inequality using the method of counterfactual analysis.
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More importantly, I consider long-term developments in the (relative weight of) primary 
and secondary effects by investigating five cohorts of pupils, ranging from 1965 to 1999. 
The main research questions of Chapter 3 read to what extent have the primary and 
secondary effects of social background on the transition to higher track secondary 
education changed over time and to what extent has the relative weight of these effects 
changed over time.
Figure 1.5 Research model - Chapter 3
C  (net of children's academic performance) = Secondary effects of social background
Chapter 4 focuses on a particular choice within higher secondary schooling: the choice 
between non-promotion (grade retention) and enrolling in a lower track. Because this 
decision is reserved for under-achieving pupils, the effect of socio-economic background 
can be identified as a secondary effect (Figure 1.6). The central research question reads to 
what extent does social background influence the choice between non-promotion and 
enrolment in a lower track in the two highest levels of secondary education? Multinomial 
logit models show whether high-status children are more likely to prefer non-promotion 
above a downward transition, in comparison to children from low socio-economic 
backgrounds, reducing their risk of social demotion. Additionally, Chapter 4 examines 
whether the introduction of pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO) increased the 
impact of social background on this choice moment as a result of the negative image of 
this schooling track. The question is to what extent has the influence of social background 
on the choice between non-promotion and enrolment in a lower track increased with the 
introduction of VMBO.
Figure 1.6 Research model - Chapter 4
C  (net of children's academic performance) = Secondary effects of social background
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The next important point in the Dutch educational career is the attainment of a secondary 
school diploma, as only a diploma of higher secondary schooling provides direct access to 
the selective institutions of tertiary education. Therefore, Chapter 5 establishes whether 
socio-economic background is related to the likelihood of obtaining such a diploma, given 
initial track placement, and to what extent this social inequality can be attributed to both 
primary and secondary effects (Figure 1.7). Here, changes over time are also considered, 
again using the counterfactual method. The research questions that Chapter 5 aims to 
answer are to what extent do social background differences exist in obtaining a diploma of 
higher track secondary education, given the initial track placement after primary school, 
and to what extent have the effects of social background changed over time. Two further 
questions are to what extent are primary and secondary effects of social background 
important in obtaining a diploma from higher track secondary education, given the initial 
track placement after primary school, and to what extent has the relative weight of these 
effects changed over time.
Figure 1.7 Research model - Chapter 5
A  (*B) = Primary effects of social background
C  (net of children's academic performance) = Secondary effects of social background
In Chapter 6, the second important branching point in the Dutch educational system is 
under study, namely the choice for a level and type of post-secondary schooling after 
leaving secondary education. I investigate the influence of social background on the 
transition to post-secondary education across cohorts, for pupils who completed higher 
track secondary education. The first two research questions read to what extent do social 
background differences exist in post-secondary track choice, given a diploma of higher 
track secondary education, and to what extent has the effect of social background changed 
over time. For pupils who enrolled in tertiary education, I also consider social 
differentiation in educational decisions within this prestigious level of education. The final 
two research questions read to what extent do social background differences exist in 
educational choices within tertiary education and to what extent has this effect of social 
background changed over time. Although students' academic aptitude is taken into 
account (Figure 1.8), less emphasis is put on the primary and secondary effects. Due to the 
selection mechanisms throughout the educational career, variation in performance level, 
and hence primary effects, is likely to be modest.
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Figure 1.8 Research model - Chapter 6
A  (*B) = Primary effects of social background
C  (net of children's academic performance) = Secondary effects of social background
The concluding chapter (Chapter 7) summarizes and pulls together the main findings of 
this study in order to answer its central research questions. Furthermore, implications for 
the current educational situation are discussed, along with suggestions for future research.
1.5.2 General expectations on changes in the primary and secondary effects over 
transitions and over time
Changes in the primary and secondary effects of social background on educational success 
over educational transitions and over time are the centre of attention in this study. The 
general transition- and time-comparative hypotheses in this book are derived from the 
proposition of Mare on the selection mechanisms and expansion processes in education 
(Mare, 1980, 1981; Rijken, 1999). According to Mare, selection processes that occur 
during formal education render the population of pupils increasingly homogeneous in 
terms of academic performance, motivation and ambitions, which are positively correlated 
with social background. The increased homogeneity in academic performance during the 
educational career weakens the relationship between social background and children’s 
academic performance, indicating declining primary effects throughout schooling. In the 
same manner, children's motivation and ambitions depend progressively less on social 
background, by which the secondary effects should decline as well. As children's academic 
performance is a key selection criterion in the Dutch educational system, unlike children's 
motivation and ambitions, the decrease in primary effects should be stronger than that of 
secondary effects. Consequently, the relative share of the secondary effects in explaining 
social inequality should increase over educational transitions.
Whereas selection according to individual students' skills might account for changes 
in the primary and secondary effects throughout schooling, historical changes in the 
primary and secondary effects might be ascribed to the expansion of education. Mare 
(1981) argues that as growing proportions of pupils from all social strata reach higher 
levels of education, the heterogeneity of the group of pupils facing later educational 
transitions should be larger in younger cohorts than in older ones. The correlation 
between social background and individuals' skills should increase due to this increased
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heterogeneity, leading to an increase in both the primary and secondary effects of social 
background at the more advanced stages of the educational career over time. As academic 
performance is a more important selection criterion in the Dutch educational system than 
motivation or ambitions, it is expected that the increase in secondary effects is larger than 
that of primary effects, by which secondary effects should account for a greater part of 
educational inequality at later transitions across cohorts.
1.5.3 Data
The empirical studies in this book employ three data sources. Chapter 2, studying primary 
school pupils, employs a Dutch national cohort study entitled ‘Cohort Study Primary 
Education' (PRIMA). This longitudinal study was initiated by the Dutch Ministry of 
Education, Culture and Science in the school year 1994/1995 and is conducted every two 
years by the Institute for Applied Social Sciences (ITS) to establish the development in 
cognitive and social skills of primary school pupils. To this end, pupils are followed over 
the course of their primary school career. The PRIMA data sets contain information about 
the primary school pupils (i.e. test scores and information on their well-being in school), 
their parents (i.e. socio-economic and cultural background of the family), teachers and 
school heads. This study investigates academic performance during primary school of 
pupils who were in grade 2 in the 1996/1997 school year (N = 11,916). Their academic 
performance was subsequently assessed in grade 4 (school year 1998/1999), grade 6 
(2000/2001) and grade 8 (2002/2003).
Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6 use multiple cohort studies of pupils in the Netherlands 
collected by Statistics Netherlands.1 The first and oldest Dutch cohort is the ‘From Year 
to Year' cohort, which contains pupils who enrolled in secondary education in 1965 (N = 
1,845). The second cohort, that of pupils starting secondary education in 1977, is derived 
from the sample ‘School Career and Background of Pupils in Secondary Education' 
(SMVO) (N = 37,242). Furthermore, I employ three waves of the ‘Cohort Survey of 
Secondary School Pupils' (VOCL), which provide data for the generations entering 
secondary education in 1989 (N = 19,524), 1993 (N = 20,331) and 1999 (N = 19,391). 
Each of these five studies monitors annually a cohort of pupils from their start in 
secondary education. Therefore, there is annual information on pupils' school situation: 
their school level, the school year and whether they obtained a diploma in that particular 
year. An exception is the ‘From Year to Year' cohort, where this information is not 
assessed on an annual basis. For this cohort, only the successively attended school types 
are known, which makes this cohort study only suitable for examining the transition from 
primary school to secondary education (Chapter 3). When the pupils entered their first 
year of secondary school, their parents provided background information on the family's 
social characteristics by means of self-completion questionnaires. In general, these cohort
1 I thank Jo Diederen and Statistics Netherlands for making these cohort data available to me.
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studies cover a long period of time (about 34 years) with comparable measurements of 
socio-economic background and children's academic performance, making them highly 
suitable for the purpose of this enquiry.
The final empirical chapter studying enrolment and survival in tertiary education 
(Chapter 6), also uses another Statistics Netherlands data set entitled ‘Higher Education 
1986-2007'. This rich data set contains annual information on the registration and 
diplomas of students in tertiary education between 1986 and 2007, and can be merged 
with the V O C L  data sets, which enables the study of (social differentiation in) choices 
within tertiary schooling.
1.5.4 Measurements
Finally, two important measurements used in this study warrant brief discussion: socio­
economic background and children's academic performance. In this study, parental socio­
economic background is determined by the parental educational level, based on the 
highest educational attainment of either father or mother. I prefer to represent social 
background by parental educational level rather than parental occupational status or class, 
as in the Netherlands the former is much more dominant in predicting educational 
outcomes than the latter two (Bakker & Cremers, 1994; De Graaf & Ganzeboom, 1993). 
For this same reason, in the most recent cohort study, that is, V O C L 1999, parents were 
no longer asked about their occupation.
Measurement of children's academic performance in this study generally refers to 
children's score on a scholastic aptitude test consisting of a verbal and a mathematical 
component at the beginning of secondary school (around the age of 12). This test can be 
considered a short version of the national examination taken by pupils at the end of 
primary education (the C ITO  test), which serves as an important selection criterion for 
pupils' secondary school choice (Hustinx, Kuyper, Van der W erf & Zijsling, 2005). In the 
literature on primary effects, there is still some debate as to which performance indicators 
capture primary effects most accurately (Stocké, 2007). Some researchers use children's 
score on a standardized test (e.g. Esping-Anderson, 2004; Feinstein, 2003; Ricciuti, 2004), 
while others employ children's grade point average (e.g. Björkland, Lindahl & Sund, 2003; 
Erikson & Jonsson, 1996; Jackson et al., 2007). Both measures of children's performance 
level turn out to bear a positive relationship with parental socio-economic background. 
For the Netherlands, a standardized test score is employed since not all primary schools 
use grades to assess the level of comprehension within a subject area. An additional 
advantage of using test results is that all pupils have performed a similar test, whereas in 
the case of grades, there is greater variability among schools in the administered tasks.
Another issue concerns the age at which children's performance level is measured. I 
believe that test results at the beginning of secondary education are well suited for 
distinguishing primary and secondary effects in both early and later educational transitions 
as they are not greatly affected by prior experience, anticipatory decisions and sources
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beyond the family, such as schools and peers. Later performance measures, such as grades 
in secondary school, are more likely to be affected by sustained effort and motivation 
(Erikson & Rudolphi, 2009; Jackson et al., 2007), prior experience (Breen, 1999) as well as 
external influences, by which primary effects will be overestimated and secondary effects 
underestimated.
1.5.5 Summary
To summarize, this book examines the primary and secondary effects of social background 
over educational transitions and over time, using multiple cohort studies. Chapter 2 
addresses social inequality in academic performance (i.e. primary effects) throughout 
primary school. Changes in the (relative importance of) primary and secondary effects on 
the transition to higher track secondary education and within secondary schooling are the 
subject of study in Chapter 3, 4 and 5. Chapter 6 investigates changes in the effects of 
social background on post-secondary school track choice and on choices in tertiary 
education, given children's academic skills (i.e. secondary effects). Finally, Chapter 7 
answers our main research questions, discusses the implications of this study for the 
current educational situation and supplies some suggestions for future research.
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Social inequality in children's academic performance in and 
throughout primary school*
2.1 Introduction
Prior empirical studies on educational inequality have consistently found social background 
differences in children's academic performance. Children from high socio-economic 
backgrounds generally perform better at school than those from lower socio-economic 
milieus (e.g. Alwin & Thornton, 1984; Boudon, 1974; Erikson & Jonsson, 1996; Sammons, 
1995). This performance advantage of high-status over low-status children, also known as 
the ‘primary effect of social background' (Boudon, 1974), exists already at the start of 
children's schooling (Luyten, Cremers-Van Wees & Bosker, 2003; Meijnen, 1984; 
Sammons, 1995; Stanovich, 1986; Walberg & Tsai, 1983). Because academic performance 
is a key factor in children's school success, social background differences are a large 
contributor to the existing social inequality in educational transitions and final educational 
attainment (Boudon, 1974; Erikson, 2007; Jackson, Erikson, Goldthorpe & Yaish, 2007; 
Kloosterman, Ruiter, De Graaf & Kraaykamp, 2009).
To better understand the favourable starting position of high-status children over 
low-status children, we examine the role of early parental reading socialization and school 
involvement and the impact of these factors on children's academic performance during 
the entire course of primary school. Put differently, we consider the parental practices 
that may underlie the primary effects of social background throughout primary school. 
Researchers from various disciplines agree that there are large differences in the examples 
parents set and in the child-upbringing activities of families from different socio-economic 
backgrounds. High-status parents are more competent in and capable of positively 
affecting the academic performance of their offspring, as they have more beneficial cultural 
resources at their disposal than low-status parents (De Graaf, 1986; DiMaggio, 1982; 
Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 1996). In addition, parents from higher socio-economic 
backgrounds exhibit more interest and involvement in their children's general 
development and schooling, which benefits their children's school career (Astone & 
McLanahan, 1991; Bianchi & Robinson, 1997; Fan & Chen, 2001; Ho Sui-Chu & Willms, 
1996; Lareau, 1987; McNeal, Jr., 1999). The unequal intergenerational transmission of 
advantageous cultural resources and the differing levels of parental involvement likely 
produce early disparities in academic performance among children from different socio-
* A slightly different version of this chapter was published in the European Sociological Review 
(Kloosterman, Notten, Tolsma & Kraaykamp, 2010).
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economic backgrounds. Therefore, our first research question reads: To what extent do 
parental reading socialization and early school involvement explain social background 
differences in children’s academic performance over the course o f prim ary school?
W e are particularly interested in whether the effects of parental reading socialization 
and school involvement on children's academic performance last throughout primary 
school. Although the positive relationship between such parental practices and children's 
academic performance has received considerable attention, scant research has examined 
how long these effects last using a longitudinal study design. A  relevant exception is the 
study of Melhuish and colleagues (2008). The current study uses panel data and a 
multilevel methodology to scrutinize the effects of parental reading socialization and 
parental school involvement on children's academic performance level and  children's 
progress in successive primary school years.
Children are particularly receptive to socialization experiences early in life (Alwin & 
Thornton, 1984; Bus, Van IJzendoorn & Pellegrini, 1995; Dumais, 2005; Kraaykamp, 2003; 
Esping-Andersen, 2004; Leseman & De Jong, 1998). Indeed, early childhood is a critical 
period for the development of skills that constitute the foundation for higher academic 
achievement. Early parental practices could therefore effectively determine children's 
academic performance even in later years of schooling. The effect of parental activities on 
children's academic performance could be direct, but might also be indirect, through the 
impact of children's prior performance level on future achievement. In order to examine 
the longevity of the effect of parental reading socialization and school involvement on 
children's academic performance during primary school and to unravel the direct and 
indirect effects of these practices, we formulate our second research question: To what 
extent do parental reading socialization and early school involvement affect children’s 
academic performance over the course o f prim ary school, directly as well as indirectly, 
through p rio r demonstrated academic performance?
Previous research on school performance development indicates that the effect of 
social background on children's academic performance is already present at the start of 
the educational career, and it remains influential as schooling progresses. Children from 
high socio-economic backgrounds have a relatively high starting level, but also make more 
rapid academic progress than their lower socio-economic counterparts (Luyten et al., 
2003; Sammons, 1995). The current study seeks insight into the process of social 
reproduction by examining the relationship between parental reading socialization and 
school involvement and children's academic progress. Young children who are advantaged 
in terms of parental resources might gain increasingly more academic success than 
children who lack these beneficial parental assets at an early age. This process, also known 
as the ‘reproduction effect' or ‘Matthew effect', might be responsible for the existing social 
inequality in performance development throughout primary school. Reflecting this line of 
reasoning, our final research question reads: To what extent do parental reading 
socialization an early school involvement affect the development o f children’s academic
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performance over the course o f prim ary school?
By longitudinally examining parents' influence on children's academic performance, 
we extend scientific knowledge of the impact of parental practices on children's 
performance level and progress. W e employ panel data from four waves of the Dutch 
primary education cohort study (PRIMA), starting in 1996-97. Our study, moreover, 
advances research on the determinants of academic performance in two other respects. 
First, it focuses on primary school pupils. Up to now most research on the relationship 
between parental reading socialization and involvement and children's academic 
performance has involved secondary school pupils. Consequently, little is known about the 
influence of such parental practices on children's early academic success (Schlee, Mullis & 
Shriner, 2009). This is remarkable considering that social inequality in academic 
performance is most prominent in primary school, leading to social differentiation later in 
the educational career. Secondly, we integrate aspects of social stratification research and 
developmental research. In social stratification research, explanations for the relationship 
between social background and children's academic success generally refer to the 
importance of parental cultural resources (De Graaf, De Graaf & Kraaykamp, 2000; De 
Graaf, 1986; DiMaggio, 1982; Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 1996). In child development studies, 
however, the significance of parental involvement for children's schooling is an important 
and recurring topic (e.g. Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002; Shumow 
& Miller, 2001). Only a limited number of studies employs parental school involvement to 
account for the association between social background and academic performance (e.g. 
Fehrmann, Keith & Reimers, 1987; Flouri & Buchanan, 2004; Ho Sui-Chu & Willms, 1996). 
The current study combines stratification and developmental research by simultaneously 
analysing parental reading socialization and school-related involvement.
2.2 Theoretica l fram ew ork
2.2.1 Parental reading socialization and children's academic performance
Within social stratification research, the cultural reproduction proposition of Bourdieu 
(1984; Bourdieu & Passeron, [1977] 1990) has led to a branch of empirical studies that 
considers the extent to which parental cultural resources account for the 
intergenerational transmission of educational inequality (De Graaf et al., 2000; De Graaf, 
1986; DiMaggio, 1982; Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 1996). According to Bourdieu, parents' 
socialization practices familiarize children with family-specific linguistic and cultural skills 
that endure throughout their lives (Bourdieu & Passeron, [1977] 1990). High-status 
children learn to value formal culture and are apt to partake in highbrow activities like 
museum attendance and reading, while low-status children are less acquainted with these 
types of cultural activities. As the possession of highbrow linguistic and cultural skills is 
highly valued and rewarded in schools, the children of culturally competent high-status 




Cultural reproduction research traditionally measures parental cultural resources by 
participation in highbrow cultural activities, such as going to museums and the theatre. 
More recently however, researchers have shown that this more status-related aspect of 
cultural capital is less relevant to children's school success than a more cognitive 
component of parental cultural resources, that is, parental reading practices (De Graaf, 
1986; De Graaf et al., 2000; Sullivan, 2001). Parental reading practices are positively 
associated with children's cognitive development, problem solving skills, cultural 
knowledge, reading proficiency and linguistic ability, all of which are highly relevant in a 
child's school success (Bus et al., 1995; Leseman & De Jong, 1998; Notten, Kraaykamp & 
Ultee, 2008). This is especially true with regard to language-related proficiency. Therefore, 
the focus of this study is on parental reading practices instead of parental attendance at 
cultural events.
Previous research acknowledges that parental reading manifests in two manners 
(Kraaykamp, 2001, 2003; Notten & Kraaykamp, 2009). First, parents nurture and socialize 
their children by setting an example. Children are known to imitate their parents' 
behaviour, including when it comes to reading preferences and interests (Bandura & 
Walters, 1963; Lareau, 2003), thereby expanding their linguistic capital. Secondly, parents 
may intentionally foster their children's reading skill and proficiency by direct instruction, 
such as reading aloud to their children or discussing books with their offspring. We expect 
that, over the entire course of primary school, an early familiarity with reading, by means 
of parental reading example and parental reading guidance, positively affects children's 
academic performance (Hypothesis /  and that social background differences in early 
parental reading socialization explain part of the social inequality in children's academic 
performance (Hypothesis 2).
2.2.2 Parental school involvement and children's academic performance
Parental involvement (i.e. social capital) is generally recognized as exerting a beneficial 
influence on children's school success (Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003). Parents' 
involvement in their children's education, as reflected in the degree of parent-teacher 
contact (Englund, Luckner, Whaley & Egeland, 2004; McNeal, Jr., 2001), parental 
participation in school activities (Fan & Chen, 2001) and parent-child discussion about 
school-related matters (Fan & Chen, 2001; McNeal, Jr., 2001), gives pupils an educational 
advantage over pupils whose parents are less involved. Intensive parental school 
involvement might lead children to recognize the importance of education; it might also 
make them feel more at home at school and stimulate them to excel in academics. In 
addition, teachers might view children of supportive parents as being more cooperative 
and school-minded.
To give their offspring the best possible start in life, we hypothesize that high-status 
parents invest more in school-related activities than low-status parents. Previous research
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showed that higher educated parents spend more time with their children in general 
(Sayer, Gauthier & Furstenberg, Jr., 2004; Zick, Bryant & Österbacka, 2001). Furthermore, 
high-status parents are more intensively involved in their children's schooling than less 
advantaged parents (Bianchi & Robinson, 1997; Lareau, 2003; Zick et al., 2001). These 
favourable social conditions may result in high socio-economic children being more 
successful in school than children from low socio-economic backgrounds (e.g. Fan & Chen, 
2001; Ho Sui-Chu & Willms, 1996; Lareau, 1987; Shumow & Miller, 2001). Given these 
considerations, we expect that, over the entire course of primary school, parental school- 
related involvement in early childhood positively affects children's academic performance 
(Hypothesis 3), and that social background differences in parental involvement explain part 
of the social inequality in children's academic performance (Hypothesis 4).
Though most studies on parental involvement show that having involved parents 
positively affects children's schooling (e.g. Englund et al., 2004; Fan & Chen, 2001; Flouri & 
Buchanan, 2004; McNeal, Jr., 1999, 2001; Schlee et al., 2009), some studies find the 
opposite, namely, that children's scholastic performance is poorer when parents are 
intensively involved (Baker & Stevenson, 1986; Ho Sui-Chu & Willms, 1996; Milne, Myers, 
Rosenthal & Ginsburg, 1986). This seemingly counterintuitive finding is likely attributable 
to parents' tendency to become more involved if their children encounter difficulties at 
school, by which parental involvement becomes the outcome rather than the cause of 
academic performance. Because this study looks at parental involvement at the start of 
primary education, before school problems could emerge, such reversed causality is less 
likely to be an issue here.
2.2.3 Parental practices and children's performance track records
The proposition that family characteristics early in a child's life strongly impact later 
cognitive development and academic success has found empirical support (Alwin & 
Thornton, 1984; Bourdieu, 1997; De Graaf et al., 2000; Englund et al., 2004; Sénéchal & 
LeFevre, 2002). Early parental reading socialization and school involvement may directly 
improve the academic performance of their offspring in later grades. W e expect, however, 
that part of the positive influence on children's academic performance throughout primary 
school is indirect, mediated by children's demonstrated prior performance level 
(Hypothesis 5). Parents' early reading and school-related social investments permit their 
young children to perform relatively well in early school tasks, preparing them to manage 
more difficult tasks and challenges as primary school progresses.
Children who are advantaged in terms of early socialization experiences, as such, 
have less difficulty acquiring ever more complex skills and knowledge in subsequent grades 
compared to their less advantaged counterparts. Performance track records, therefore, 
are likely to differ between advantaged and disadvantaged groups of children. The 
literature on performance development provides two models on social inequality in 
performance development (Luyten et al., 2003; Stanovich, 1986; Van der Slik, Driessen &
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De Bot, 2006). The first model is the so-called ‘transmission model', which assumes that 
social background differences in academic performance, favouring children from high 
socio-economic backgrounds, are retained as the educational career progresses. The 
second, the so-called ‘reproduction' or ‘Matthew effect' model, presumes, in contrast to 
the transmission model, that the initial educational advantage of high-status children over 
low-status children increases throughout schooling. Most studies on performance 
development support the latter model (Luyten et al., 2003; Sammons, 1995). We propose 
that the same mechanisms can be applied to derive expectations about the relationship 
between parental reading socialization and school involvement and children's academic 
performance development. If parental reading socialization and school involvement 
enhance a child's development and learning ability, the influence of these practices on 
children's academic performance might be retained or even increase as the level of 
schooling increases. Children who are brought up in a poor reading environment or have 
less involved parents at a young age are predetermined to lag behind those socialized in 
resourceful families during the entire period of primary schooling (the transmission 
model). O r they might even fall farther behind in performance level as they increasingly 
lack the drive and skills to cope with more complex school tasks (the reproduction 
model). Following the results of prior research in favour of the reproduction or Matthew 
effect model, we expect that the rate of increase in academic performance level to be 
faster for children who are advantaged in terms of parental reading socialization and 
school involvement than for children from disadvantaged backgrounds (Hypothesis 6).
2.3 Data and measurem ents
2.3.1 Data
Our analyses are based on the Dutch cohort study primary education (PRIMA), a study 
that is repeated every two years to establish the cognitive and social skills of Dutch 
primary school pupils. The same pupils are followed over the course of their primary 
school, lasting eight years in the Netherlands (ages 5-12). Our study employs data 
obtained from survey questionnaires administered to parents and teachers as well as 
pupils' scores on language and arithmetic performance tests. We investigate, in particular, 
academic performance during primary school of pupils who were in grade two (ages 5-6) 
in the 1996/97 school year.
For 11,916 second-grade pupils from 587 primary schools, we have information on 
the family's social characteristics and resources. Pupils' language (N = 11,051) and 
arithmetic performance (N = 10,885) were assessed in grades 2, 4, 6, and 8, respectively, 
in the school years 1996/97, 1998/99, 2000/01 and 2002/03. As in most longitudinal 
research, we deal with panel attrition, in this instance most notably at the school level but 
also at the individual level. With each data collection wave 70 per cent of schools 
continued participation in the study. Taking school attrition into account, we lose only
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some 20 per cent of the pupils at each subsequent measurement occasion. Schools with 
pupils whose parents were generally relatively low-educated were more likely to drop out 
of the study. At the individual level, an important reason for attrition was pupils' repeating 
a grade, and these children tended to have a low educational background. As a 
consequence, children from high socio-economic backgrounds (i.e. those with culturally 
competent and socially involved parents) are overrepresented in our sample. This 
probably leads to an underestimation of the effects of parental reading socialization and 
school involvement in and throughout primary school.
2.3.2 Measurements
We measure pupils' academic performance by both a language and an arithmetic 
performance score. Test scores were obtained from the Concepts and Ordering Test 
developed by the Dutch National Institute for Educational Measurement (CITO). The 
PRIMA research initiators calibrated the items of the language and arithmetic tests in 
order to be able to compare test scores between pupils from different grades (Driessen, 
Van Langen, Portengen & Vierke, 1998; Vierke, 1995). We subsequently standardized the 
language and arithmetic performance scores using Z  scores (* 100). It thus became easier 
to compare the impact of our independent variables on the two performance scores.
Social background is measured by parental education, reflecting the highest level of 
education achieved by either the father or the mother. The initial educational categories 
were converted into an interval variable based on the number of years required to 
complete a particular level of education: lower education (LO) = 6; lower secondary 
education (LBO or MAVO) = 10; higher secondary education (HAVO, VW O  or MBO) = 
12; and higher education (HBO or university) = 16. W e centred this variable at its mean 
(11.02) to facilitate interpretation. Parental education and all parental socialization and 
involvement activities were measured at the start of children's primary schooling (grade 2 
in primary school, children's age 5-6).
Parental reading socialization is measured by the parental reading example as well as 
by parental reading guidance. Both the father and the mother reported the number of 
hours they spent reading books, newspapers and magazines (per week), when their child 
started primary school. To construct a scale for parental reading example, the average 
score on these reading variables was calculated (Cronbach's a = 0.71) and converted into 
Z  scores. We measure parental reading guidance by the reading instruction parents give 
their 5 to 6 year old children. Parents reported how often they looked at picture books 
with their child as well as how often they read aloud to their child. The answer categories 
were (1) less than once a week, (2) 1-2 times a week, (3) 3-5 times a week and (4) 
(almost) daily. A  scale was created taking average scores (Cronbach's a = 0.77) and 
standardized using Z  scores.
Parental involvement is measured by averaging four items referring to parental 
involvement in education-related activities, both at home and at school. First of all, parents
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were asked to indicate the frequency with which they spoke with their young children 
about school-related matters. The four answer categories were (1) less than once a week,
(2) 1-2 times a week, (3) 3-5 times a week and (4) (almost) daily. Parents also reported 
the frequency with which they attended school meetings, such as a parents' evening, a 
general information meeting or a parent-teacher conference. Answer categories were (1) 
(almost) never, (2) sometimes, (3) often and (4) (almost) always. Then, the teacher was 
asked whether the school had good contact with the pupil's parents and whether the 
parents were actively involved in school. Answer categories were (1) definitely no, (2) no,
(3) neither yes nor no, (4) yes and (5) definitely yes. The average of these four items 
represents our measure of parental involvement (Cronbach's a = 0.63). Again, we 
standardized this measure using Z  scores.2 Note that we assume both parental school 
involvement and reading socialization to be virtually stable during the primary school 
years.
We employ several controls in our analyses. To take into account the financial 
resources of parents, we include the logarithm of parental income, measured when the 
child entered second grade, and centre it at its mean (8.50). Furthermore, in our models 
we control for gender (0 = boy; 1 = girl) and ethnicity (0 = native Dutch; 1 = non-western 
immigrant background).
To deal with missing values, we employ a multiple imputation procedure (Allison, 
2000; Rubin, 1987, 1996). This procedure yields multiple data sets in which each missing 
value is replaced with a random imputation, based on the observed values of all variables 
included in this procedure. Analyses were performed on each data set separately, after 
which the results were combined. Most missing values were found with respect to fathers' 
hours of magazine reading (15 per cent). Rubin (1987) states that in cases with a lot of 
missing information, more imputations are needed to obtain estimates with a relatively 
high efficiency. Considering the percentage of missing values in our data set, we decided to 
construct five multiple-imputed data sets. After performing the multiple imputation 
procedure, we removed the cases with initially missing values on our dependent variables, 
that is, language and arithmetic performance, as proposed by Von Hippel (2007). As a 
result, we start with 1 1,051 second-grade pupils whose language test score is known and 
10,885 second-grade pupils for whom we know the arithmetic test score. Table 2.1 
displays the descriptive statistics of both the dependent and independent variables. To 
examine children's language performance in different grades simultaneously (i.e. repeated 
performance measurements), we constructed a ‘pupil-grade' file. A  similar file was created 
for the children's arithmetic performance.
2 In addition to avoiding causality errors, our measure of parental involvement, by including the 
perceptions of teachers as well as of the parents, also counteracts the bias that could result from 
parents providing socially desirable responses.
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Table 2.1 Descriptive statistics of dependent and independent variables
N Min Max Mean SD
Dependent variables
Language score - grade 2 11,051 -246.45 94.36 -76.25 53.32
Language score - grade 4 5,414 -213.90 193.39 39.54 59.48
Language score - grade 6 3,262 -147.57 277.24 97.47 51.84
Language score - grade 8 1,994 8.50 376.1 1 155.75 53.91
Language score - total 21,721 -246.45 376.11 0 .0 0 1 0 0 .0 0
Arithmetic score - grade 2 10,885 -238.80 147.29 -82.43 48.13
Arithmetic score - grade 4 5,196 -28.69 126.41 53.20 28.41
Arithmetic score - grade 6 2,880 32.00 211.83 1 16.05 2 1 .6 6
Arithmetic score - grade 8 1,714 108.43 236.55 167.18 19.10
Arithmetic score - total 20,675 -238.80 236.55 0 .0 0 1 0 0 .0 0
Independent variables
Parental education 11,916 -5.02 4.98 0 .0 0 2 .8 8
Parental income 11,916 -1.60 0.89 -0.06 0.37
Female 11,916 0 .0 0 1.00 0.49 0.50
Non-western immigrant
Parental reading socialization
11,916 0 .0 0 1.00 0 .2 2 0.42
Reading example parents 11,916 - 1.68 4.1 1 0 .0 0 1 .0 0
Reading instruction parents 11,916 -2.24 1.00 0 .0 0 1 .0 0
Parental involvem ent 11,916 -5.12 1.46 0 .0 0 1.00
Source: PRIMA
2.3.3 Modelling strategy
We estimate the effect of parental education, parental reading socialization and parental 
school involvement on children's academic performance during primary school. First, we 
do this separately for grades 2, 4, 6 and 8. We apply hierarchical multilevel models with 
pupils at level 1 and schools at level 2. Here, our sample consists of pupils with complete 
information on all four measurement occasions, respectively, 1,994 pupils for language 
performance and 1,714 pupils for arithmetic performance. To assess both the direct and 
the indirect effects of parental socialization practices on academic performance later in the 
primary school career, we control for pupils' prior scholastic performance.
W e then test more formally for differences in academic development between pupils 
within primary schools by applying hierarchical linear models for repeated measures at 
fixed occasions (hierarchical growth curve models). An important advantage of these 
models is their ability to deal with incomplete data structures. Hence, our analysis of 
pupils' academic development is able to use the full sample, that is, 1 1,051 pupils for 
language performance and 10,885 pupils for arithmetic performance. The data have a 




2.4.1 The effects of parental reading socialization and school involvement in 
successive grades
Table 2.2 presents the models in which pupils' language scores are regressed on parental 
education, parental reading socialization and parental school involvement, per grade. The 
variance components, indicating variance between schools (level 2) and between pupils 
(level 1 ) show that in each grade most variation in language performance is found between 
pupils, although a significant proportion of variation is left at the school level. Model 1 a 
shows the total effect of parental education on language performance in grade 2. 
Apparently, already at the start of primary school, children with highly educated parents 
score higher on language proficiency than children with less educated parents (b = 2.99). 
Regarding the subsequent primary school grades (models 2a, 3a and 4a), we find a similar 
scale of (total) effects of parental education on language performance.
Next, we add parental reading socialization and parental involvement to our models. 
Models 1b and 2b show that in the first years of primary school, parental reading 
instruction and, even more so, school-related involvement positively affect children's 
language achievement. Later on in primary school, as shown in models 3b and 4b, the 
parental reading example exerts a positive effect, while parental reading instruction and 
parental involvement lose (part of) their statistical significance. Apparently, children 
become more able to learn from their parents' reading habits indirectly (by imitation) as 
they become more experienced themselves. In general, and in line with hypotheses 1 and 
3, we can conclude that parental reading socialization and early parental school 
involvement positively affect children's language performance. In addition, the models 
demonstrate that overall parental practices mediate between 16 and 18 per cent of the 
association between parental education and children's language performance. This is in line 
with our expectation in hypotheses 2 and 4.
To unravel the direct and indirect effects of parental socialization practices, we 
include children's prior language proficiency in the models. Taking into account prior 
language performance (models 2c, 3c and 4c) results in a substantial decrease in the effects 
of parental reading socialization, parental involvement and parental education, indicating 
indirect effects. Direct effects of parental socialization practices still persist in the earlier 
grades, but fade as children's primary schooling progresses.
We performed similar analyses for children's arithmetic performance to learn 
whether parental reading socialization and school involvement affect language and 
arithmetic performance in the same way. Table 2.3 presents the results. Again, more 
variance is found between pupils, although a significant proportion of the variance in 
arithmetic proficiency occurs at the school level. In all grades, children with more highly 
educated parents are more successful in arithmetic than children with lower educated 
parents (models 1a, 2a and 3a). Thus, social inequality in primary school exists in both 
children's language performance and arithmetic test scores.
Adding indicators of parental reading socialization and parental school involvement
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Table 2.2 Multilevel regression models of language performance on parental education and parental practices, per grade*
Grade 2 (N = 1,994)________________ ________________ Grade 4 (N = 1,994)
Model la Model lb Model 2a Model 2b Model 2c
b se b se b se b se b se
Intercept -64.58** 2.13 -66.30** 2.18 46.32** 2.36 44.55** 2.37 41.26** 2.26
Parental education (centred) 2  99=» 0.43 2.46** 0.45 3.87** 0.49 3.23** 0.51 2.40** 0.49
Parental reading socialization
Reading example (0-1) 0.32 1.18 0.56 1.31 0.46 1.26
Reading instruction (0-1) 2.15 1.19 4.05** 1.33 3.36** 1.28
Parental involvement (0-1 ) 5.10** 1.36 4.80** 1.55 3.12* 1.50
Prior language performance
Language grade 2 (centred) 0.33** 0 .0 2
Level-two (i.e. school) variance 17.76** 1.63 17.98** 1.63 19 0 1 ** 1.81 18.49 ** 1.79 17.32** 1.68
Level-one (i.e. pupil) variance 44.63 ** 0.75 44.36** 0.74 50.39** 0.84 50.14** 0.84 47.97** 0.80
Deviance (-LL) -10477.57 -10462.56 -10713.16 -10695.71 -10607.85
Grade 6 (N = 1,994) Grade 8 (N = 1,994)
Model 3a Model 3b Model 3c Model 4a Model 4b Model 4c
b se b se b se b se b se b se
Intercept 95.49** 1.94 94.38 ** 1.97 92.60 ** 1.83 157.33** 1.95 156.36** 2 .0 0 158.08** 1.66
Parental education (centred) 4.58** 0.44 3.83** 0.46 2.75** 0.44 4.31 ** 0.47 3.64** 0.50 1.25** 0.41
Parental reading socialization
Reading example (0-1) 4 j 4 ** 1.22 3.96** 1.12 3.50** 1.29 0.94 1.04
Reading instruction (0-1) 3.05* 1.23 1.62 1.15 3.26* 1.34 1.33 1.08
Parental involvement (0-1 ) 2.60 1.38 1.02 1.29 2.03 1.51 0.48 1.24
Prior language performance
Language grade 4 (centred) 0.33 ** 0 .0 2
Language grade 6  (centred) 0.62** 0 .0 2
Level-two (i.e. school) variance 12.59** 1.60 12.44** 1.59 1 1.57** 1.44 10.18** 1.94 10.09** 1.95 9.02** 1.46
Level-one (i.e. pupil) variance 45.99** 0.77 45.64** 0.76 42.41 ** 0.71 49.78 ** 0.83 49.52** 0.83 40.45 ** 0.67
Deviance (-LL) -10502.1 1 -10482.03 -10338.87 -10640.80 -10625.22 -10231.07
** p < 0 .0 1 ; * p < 0.05
a A ll models include controls for gender, ethnicity and parental income (effects not shown).
Source: PRIMA
Table 2.3 Multilevel regression models of arithmetic performance on parental education and parental practices, per grade*
Grade 2 (N = 1,714) Grade 4 (N = 1,714)
Model la Model lb Model 2 a Model 2 b Model 2 c
b se b se b se b se b se
Intercept -64.38** 2.34 -65.54** 2.37 64.14** 1.18 64.00** 1.20 59.56** 1.14
Parental education (centred) 2.31 ** 0.40 1.8 6 ** 0.41 1.73** 0.24 1.62** 0.26 1.13** 0.23
Parental reading socialization
Reading example (0-1) 1.73 1.08 1.35* 0.67 0.91 0.62
Reading instruction (0-1) 1.01 1.1 1 -0.84 0.67 -1.13 0.61
Parental involvement (0-1 ) 3.74** 1.25 0.72 0.75 -0.19 0 .6 8
Prior arithmetic performance
Arithmetic grade 2 (centred) 0.26** 0.01
Level-two (i.e. school) variance 23.1 1 ** 1.71 23.29** 1.71 9.52** 0.90 9.56** 0.90 9.48 ** 0.85
Level-one (i.e. pupil) variance 37.41 ** 0 .6 8 37.22** 0 .6 8 22.98 ** 0.42 22.95 ** 0.42 20.58** 0.37
Deviance (-LL) -8755.21 -8743.65 -7875.88 -7871.26 -7699.05
Grade 6 (N = 1,714) Grade 8 (N = 1,714)
Model 3a Model 3b Model 3c Model 4a Model 4b Model 4c
b se b se b se b se b se b se
Intercept 1 19.01 ** 0.93 1 18.82** 0.95 1 12.65** 0.76 169.39** 0.87 169.17** 0.89 167.39** 0.65
Parental education (centred) 1.70** 0.19 1.62** 0 .2 0 0.72** 0.15 1.67** 0.18 1.58** 0.19 0.44** 0 .1 2
Parental reading socialization
Reading example (0-1) 0.47 0.53 0.15 0.49 0.34 0.48 0.01 0.30
Reading instruction (0-1) -0 .1 2 0.54 0.34 0.39 0.27 0.51 0.38 0.32
Parental involvement (0-1 ) 0.67 0.61 0.30 0.44 0 .6 8 0.56 0.15 0.35
Prior arithmetic performance
Arithmetic grade 4 (centred) 0.56** 0.01
Arithmetic grade 6  (centred) 0.71 ** 0.01
Level-two (i.e. school) variance 7.26 ** 0.73 7 27** 0.73 6.47** 0.55 7.13** 0.67 7M ** 0.67 6.35** 0.48
Level-one (i.e. pupil) variance 18.57** 0.34 18.58** 0.34 13.33** 0.24 16.86** 0.31 16.86** 0.31 10.31 ** 0.19
Deviance (-LL) -7506.83 -7504.76 -6964.44 -7349.16 -7346.84 -6555.85
** p < 0 .0 1 ; * p < 0.05
a A ll models include controls for gender, ethnicity and parental income (effects not shown).
Source: PRIMA
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to our models (1b, 2b and 3b), we may conclude that these factors are poor determinants 
of arithmetic achievement, except for the effect of parental involvement in grade 2. In this 
early grade, children with involved parents have a clearly higher arithmetic score than 
children with less involved parents (b = 3.74). In general, however, in contrast to our 
expectations, neither parental reading socialization nor parental involvement exert any 
great influence on children’s arithmetic proficiency during primary school. Whereas in 
grade 2, about 20 per cent of the social background difference in arithmetic achievement 
is explained by parental practices, in the other grades, these practices contribute just 
slightly to explain social inequality in arithmetic (about 5 per cent), contradicting 
hypotheses 2 and 4. Apparently, social inequality in arithmetic performance is less 
transmitted or influenced by parental reading socialization and school involvement than 
language proficiency. Finally, we take into account children’s prior arithmetic achievement 
level (models 2c, 3c and 4c). It turns out that the effect of parental reading example, as 
observed in grade 4, is completely indirect.
2.4.2 Parental reading socialization and school involvement and children’s 
performance track records
The previous section unravelled the direct and indirect effects of parental reading 
socialization and school involvement on children’s school success, per grade. We now 
have more insight into the actual relation between parental practices and children’s 
performance, but we have yet to answer our question of whether children’s academic 
progress -  or growth -  during primary school is significantly affected by parents’ early 
reading and school-related social investments. For this we make use of a repeated 
measures multilevel model with fixed measurement occasions (i.e. in grades 2, 4, 6 and 8). 
In preliminary analyses, we started with a compound symmetry model (random intercept 
model) with as its fixed part four dummies for the measurement occasions which allow 
the means to vary freely over time. The compound symmetry model assumes that the 
variances of each measurement occasion are equal and that all covariances between the 
different measurement occasions are equal as well. This model turned out to be too 
restrictive. We then allowed the rates of increase in performance scores to have a 
random, individually dependent component by including a random effect of time. This 
proved to be an adequate but still parsimonious description of the dependence between 
the four measurement occasions.
Table 2.4 presents hierarchical linear models for repeated measures of language and 
arithmetic performance. We first examine the role of parental practices for the 
development of language performance in primary school. Looking at the variance 
components at the bottom of this table, we see that most variance is situated at the 
lowest level, that is, between measurement occasions, and the least variance is at the 
highest level, that is, between schools. The inclusion of a random slope of time, set 
randomly over pupils, introduces two new components, both significant. The slope or
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Table 2.4 Multilevel regression models for repeated measures of language and arithmetic performance*1*
Language (N = 11,051 )
Model la Model lb
b se b se
Model Ic 
b se
Arithmetic (N = 10,885)
Model 2a Model 2b Model 2c
b se b se b se
Grade
Grade 2 (Time 0) -61.88** 1.35 -61.75** 1.35 -61.78** 1.35 -62.83 ** l.l 1 -63.57** 1.10 -64.13 ** 1.09
Grade 4 (Time 1) 47.22** 1.36 47.32** 1.36 47.35** 1.36 65.45 ** 1.06 64.78 ** 1.04 64.37** 1.03
Grade 6  (Time 2) 9 9  2 7 ** 1.44 9 9  2 2  ** 1.44 99.38** 1.44 123.71 ** 1.02 123.29** 1.00 123.15** 0.99
Grade 8  (Time 3) 158.18** 1.59 158.17** 1.59 158.55** 1.59 174.60** 1.04 174.22 ** 1.03 174.39** 1.01
Parental education (centred) 3.02** 0.17 2  7 9  ** 0.18 2.80** 0.18 2.04** 0 .1 2 3.19** 0.15 2.75 ** 0.16
Parental reading
Reading example (0-1) 0.89* 0.46 0.89* 0.46 0.35 0.50 0.31 0.33 0.29 0.33 0.40 0.45
Reading instruction (0-1) 2.53** 0.44 2.53** 0.44 2.35** 0.47 0.45 0.31 0.44 0.31 1.31 ** 0.43
Parental involvement (0-1) 5.47** 0.48 5.48** 0.48 6.05** 0.51 3.12** 0.35 3.10** 0.34 6.17** 0.45
Interactions
Parental education * grade 0.46** 0 .1 2 0.45** 0.14 -0 .8 8  ** 0.08 -0.53 ** 0.08
Reading example * grade iio * * 0.40 -0.08 0.23
Reading instruction * grade 0.37 0.39 -0 .6 8 ** 0.24
Parental involvement * grade _I2|** 0.41 -2.46 ** 0.24
Level-three (i.e. school) variance 218.36** 20.69 219.12** 20.75 218.17** 20.69 189.15** 16.84 177.04 ** 16.05 170.24** 15.55
Level-two (i.e. pupil) variation
Intercept variance (pupil) 510.73** 34.32 512.49** 34.28 51 1.51 ** 34.28 1 157.46** 23.61 1 152.47** 23.49 1 146.28** 23.29
Slope variance (time) 46.98** 12.64 47.46** 12.64 45.01 ** 12.60 161.86** 7.07 157.18** 6.90 151.58** 6.71
Intercept-slope covariance
(pupil-time) 64.59** 17.79 64.43 ** 17.77 65.47** 17.73 -41 1.55** 1 1.62 -406.31 ** 1 1.45 -400.1 1 ** 1 1.23
Level-one (i.e. occasion) variance
Residual variance 1604.53 ** 26.39 1601.63** 26.35 1602.86** 26.36 421.88** 7.56 421.53 ** 7.52 421.52** 7.49
Deviance (-LL) -1 14440.34 -1 14434.29 -1 14425.73 -100665.21 -100596.30 -100522.26
** p < 0.01 ; * p < 0.05
a All models include dummies for the years in which pupils discontinued their participation in the research project (effects not shown), 
pupils are more likely to withdraw from the research project. Estimating the models without these dummies does not affect the results. 
b All models include controls for gender, ethnicity and parental income (effects not shown).
Source: PRIMA 
These dummies show that poorly performing
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‘time’ variance at the pupil level shows that the progress in language performance differs 
significantly between the pupils. In addition, the intercept-slope or ‘pupil-time’ covariance 
indicates that the differentiation in language performance among pupils increases through 
the primary school years, or stated differently, the language performance gap widens.
As a first step to assess the role of parental education, parental reading socialization 
and parental school involvement on language development in primary school, we consider 
the effects of these determinants on children’s language proficiency. First, the fixed grade 
measures in model 1a show that throughout primary school, average language scores 
increased, indicating children’s progress in language proficiency as we would expect in 
successive school years. Furthermore, as found earlier, parental education positively 
affects language performance, as does being socialized in a beneficial reading environment 
and having involved parents at an early age.
To examine the effect of parental education on the rate of progress in children’s 
language performance, we introduce the interaction effect of parental education with 
grade (model 1b). Here we find that during primary school, the total (direct and indirect) 
effect of parental education on children’s language performance increases from 2.79 in 
grade 2 to 4.17 (2.79 + (3 * 0.46)) in grade 8. This indicates that the initial advantage of 
children with highly educated parents over children with lower educated parents grows as 
primary school progresses.
In model 1c we add interactions of grade with the indicators of parental reading 
socialization and parental school involvement. In line with the findings mentioned above, 
parents’ early reading example turns out to have no significant impact on children’s 
language performance in the early school years. In subsequent grades, however, the effect 
of this aspect of parental reading socialization becomes significantly greater, indicating a 
Matthew effect. This supports hypothesis 6. In grade 8 the effect of parental reading 
example on children’s language achievement is 3.65 (0.35 + (3 * 1.10)). The early reading 
instruction children receive from their parents is conducive for their language 
performance in grade 2 (b = 2.35), but this advantage remains static during the primary 
school years, as indicated by the insignificant interaction of reading instruction with grade. 
Although the developmental impact of early parental reading example and parental reading 
instruction is not unequivocal, the findings point to a lasting advantage for children 
socialized in a beneficial reading environment over children who lack beneficial reading 
socialization. Early parental involvement is profitable for children’s language performance 
at the start of primary school (b = 6.05), but surprisingly, it becomes less relevant as 
primary education progresses. Finally, the effects of parental reading example and parental 
involvement throughout the primary school years are unable to explain social inequality in 
academic progress, the interaction effect of parental education with grade is virtually the 
same in model 1b (b = 0.46) and model 1c (b = 0.45). We therefore conclude that 




The second part of Table 2.4 relates to changes during primary school in the effect 
of parental education and the influence of parental reading socialization and parental 
school involvement on children’s arithmetic progress. Most of the variance is at the pupil 
level (see the variance components at the bottom of the table). The slope or ‘time’ 
variance at the pupil level indicates that children differ significantly in their arithmetic 
development during the primary school years. Unlike language development, however, for 
which we established that throughout primary school differences increased among pupils, 
the intercept-slope or ‘pupil-time’ covariance shows that the arithmetic scores of pupils 
become more alike as primary school progresses.
Model 2a presents the effects of parental education, reading socialization and school 
involvement on children’s arithmetic proficiency. Again, as may be expected, the fixed 
grade measures show that the average arithmetic score increases over the course of 
primary school. Further, as found earlier, parental education has a positive influence on 
children’s arithmetic achievement. With respect to parental reading socialization and 
school involvement, we find that only early parental involvement improves children’s early 
arithmetic performance.
Including the interaction term between parental education and grade in model 2b 
reveals that, in contrast to our expectation, the difference in arithmetic performance 
between children with low and highly educated parents diminishes over the course of 
primary school. The effect of parental education decreased from 3.19 in grade 2 to 0.55 
(3.19 -  (3 * 0.88)) in grade 8, indicating a vanishing arithmetic gap between children from 
different socio-economic backgrounds. Results are similar for early parental reading 
instruction and parental school involvement; their role in predicting children’s arithmetic 
achievement diminishes as primary school progresses. Apparently, during the primary 
school years, the benefits of early parental reading instruction and parental involvement 
decrease, enabling children from less resourceful and involved parents to make up some of 
their disadvantage in arithmetic performance, as they seem to make more rapid progress 
than children from advantaged backgrounds. Therefore, regarding arithmetic performance, 
hypothesis 6 finds no corroboration. Finally, comparing model 2b with model 2c regarding 
arithmetic performance, we find that the diminishing effect of parental education 
throughout primary school is largely attributable to the fading effect of early parental 
involvement and parental reading instruction (about 40 per cent).
2.5 C o nclusio n  and discussion
The academic advantage of children from high socio-economic backgrounds over children 
from low socio-economic backgrounds is well-established in educational inequality 
research (e.g. Alwin & Thornton, 1984; Boudon, 1974; Erikson & Jonsson, 1996; Sammons,
1995). As social inequality in academic performance level manifests at the start of 
children’s schooling, and is the forerunner of educational inequalities later in the 
educational career (Boudon, 1974), it is of interest to scrutinize the relationship between
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social background and children’s academic performance (i.e. primary effects) in the 
primary school years. The present study investigated the extent to which parental reading 
socialization, that is, parental reading example and instruction, and parental school 
involvement at the start of a child’s educational career, explain social background 
differences in children’s academic performance in successive primary school grades. More 
innovatively, we examined the extent to which these parental practices affect children’s 
academic performance directly as well as indirectly, controlling for children’s prior 
academic performance. We also looked at the extent to which they affect the pace of 
development of children’s performance as primary school progresses. We performed 
multilevel (repeated measures) analyses based on four waves of the Dutch cohort study 
primary education (PRIMA), with our first cohort starting grade 2 in 1996/97. W e used 
language and arithmetic standardized test scores as indicators for children’s academic 
performance.
In accordance with prior research, we found a strong positive relationship between 
parental education and children’s language and arithmetic performance in successive 
primary school grades. Parental reading socialization and school-related involvement 
explain part of this social inequality, particularly with respect to children’s language 
achievement. We demonstrated that both parental reading socialization and parental 
school involvement positively affect children’s language performance, while for children’s 
early arithmetic success only parental school involvement is beneficial. The limited value of 
parental reading socialization for children’s arithmetic performance may be explained by 
the fact that mathematics are learned almost exclusively at school (Ozturk & Singh, 2006), 
while linguistic skills are more affected by the home environment. It is also likely that 
children’s arithmetic skills are more affected by more arithmetic-oriented parental 
practices, such as playing arithmetic games and making puzzles. Although parental practices 
do exert a significant direct effect on children’s language performance in most primary 
school grades, we found that the influence of these practices runs largely via children’s 
prior language performance.
Regarding children’s developmental progress in school, our findings corroborate 
previous research in showing a growing gap in language proficiency between children with 
highly educated parents and children with low-educated parents, indicating a reproduction 
or Matthew effect (Luyten et al., 2003; Van der Slik et al., 2006). Interestingly, however, 
we found an opposite result for children’s arithmetic performance. Children with highly 
educated parents and those with low-educated parents become more alike in their 
arithmetic performance in subsequent primary school years.
Examining the effects of parental reading socialization and school involvement on 
children’s language progress over the course of primary school showed positive effects of 
parental reading example and parental reading instruction. Parental reading example is 
most relevant for a child’s language achievement in later grades, again pointing to a 
reproduction or Matthew effect. In all likelihood, children in a later phase of schooling are
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better able to use and benefit from their parents’ reading example. Parental reading 
instruction is beneficial for language performance at the start of children’s primary 
schooling, and this positive effect remains as primary school continues, indicating a 
transmission effect. Overall, from the start of primary school, children socialized in reading 
are advantaged in terms of language performance. However, the effect of actual parental 
reading guidance on children’s arithmetic development diminishes in subsequent grades. A  
possible explanation for this puzzling finding might be that in the first grades of primary 
school language skills are more of a prerequisite for arithmetic tasks than in subsequent 
grades.
For children’s language and arithmetic performance, parental school involvement has 
a clear positive influence at the start of primary school, but its impact diminishes in 
subsequent primary school years. Apparently, children disadvantaged by less involved 
parents catch up some of their initial arrears in language and arithmetic achievement. 
Perhaps having involved parents at an early age is difficult to translate into a persistent 
educational advantage in later primary school grades, since parental involvement is not 
directly related to children’s learning language and arithmetic skills (unlike parental reading 
socialization).
This study found parental reading socialization and school involvement to be highly 
influential when it comes to acquiring and improving language skills, but they are 
remarkably less effective when it comes to advancing arithmetic skills. Children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds succeed in making up their lost ground in arithmetic, indicating 
that less advantaged children make quicker arithmetic progress than their advantaged 
counterparts. Perhaps the arithmetic curriculum offered in primary schools poses less of a 
challenge to children from advantaged backgrounds as they tend to master the arithmetic 
skills (e.g. counting, multiplication, subtraction, addition) relatively easily and early in their 
primary school career, by which, as a result, their arithmetic progress is rather limited 
thereafter. This notion does not apply to the language curriculum; it still pays to practice 
spelling, reading and writing skills, even for talented pupils with a good grasp of the general 
principles and rules.
This research suggests that policymakers and educators aiming to eliminate social 
disparities in primary school learning should direct their efforts mainly towards reducing 
the language achievement gap. They should be aware that high-status parents are able to 
offer their children a persistent advantage in primary school when it comes to language- 
related proficiency. To narrow the language achievement gap, primary schools could pay 
greater attention to improving the language skills and competencies of low-status children, 
particularly in the first years of school.
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The primary and secondary effects of social background on the 
transition to higher track secondary education*
3.1 Introduction
The effect of social background on educational transitions has been extensively studied in 
the Netherlands over the past decades. Several studies have found a rather stable relation 
between social background and the transition from primary to secondary school, which is 
the most important branching point in the Dutch educational system. High socio­
economic status children are still more likely to enrol in higher levels of secondary 
education than their lower socio-economic status counterparts (e.g. Bakker & Cremers, 
1994; Bakker & Schouten, 1991; Dronkers, 1983; Faasse et al., 1986; Vrooman & 
Dronkers, 1986).
Our aim in this chapter is to obtain insight into how social selection in secondary 
education is preserved. To this end, we make use of Boudon’s (1974) distinction between 
the primary and secondary effects of social background. According to Boudon (1974), 
differences in educational transitions between children from different social backgrounds 
emerge due to differences in academic performance (i.e. primary effects) and differences in 
transition probabilities, independent of the level of academic performance (i.e. secondary 
effects). The primary effects of social background include all of the influences of social 
background, whether cultural, financial, psychological or genetic, that reinforce a child’s 
ability to perform well in school (Goldthorpe, 1996). In addition, during their educational 
career pupils make choices that are purely related to their social background; high socio­
economic status children opt for higher educational levels than low socio-economic status 
children, net of their performance level. These are called the ‘secondary effects’ of social 
background. Previous cross-sectional studies have found abundant evidence for the 
existence of both primary and secondary effects of social background on educational 
transitions (e.g. Bakker & Cremers, 1994 for the Netherlands; Erikson, 2007; Erikson et 
al., 2005; Erikson & Jonsson, 1996 for Sweden; Jackson et al., 2007 for England and Wales).
In this study, we address long-term developments in both the primary and secondary 
effects of social background with respect to the transition to higher track secondary 
education in the Netherlands. We analyse data on five cohorts of Dutch pupils who 
enrolled in secondary education in 1965, 1977, 1989, 1993, and 1999, respectively. Our 
research questions read as follows: To what extent have prim ary and secondary effects o f 
social background on the transition to higher track secondary education changed over
* A slightly different version of this chapter was published in the British Journal of Sociology 
(Kloosterman, Ruiter, De Graaf & Kraaykamp, 2009).
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time, and to what extent has the relative weight o f these effects changed over time?
We try to advance historical comparative research on educational inequality in 
several ways. First, our enquiry contributes to discussions about changes in the inequality 
of educational opportunities in the Netherlands. Prior Dutch studies have scrutinized 
trends in the importance of primary and secondary effects for the transition to higher 
track secondary education (e.g. Bakker & Cremers, 1994; Bakker & Schouten, 1991; 
Willemse, 1987). These studies, however, are either based on local samples (e.g. Faasse et 
al., 1986; Meesters, Dronkers & Schijf, 1983; Vrooman & Dronkers, 1986) or compare 
only two cohorts, which might lead to a focus on circumstantial peculiarities (e.g. De Jong, 
Dronkers & Saris 1982; Willemse, 1987). The analyses in this study are based on five 
cohorts of Dutch pupils, ranging from 1965 to 1999. This time period is fairly long 
compared to prior Dutch and international trend studies on these primary and secondary 
effects.
The relative weight of the primary and secondary effects has never been the focal 
point of Dutch research on educational inequality. Our analysis of the relative weight of 
the primary and secondary effects for the Netherlands builds on recently published studies 
on educational inequality elsewhere. Erikson and colleagues (Erikson et al., 2005) 
investigated the relative weight of the primary and secondary effects on enrolling in A- 
level education for British society; the secondary effects turned out to be three times less 
than the primary effects. Scrutinizing trends in the relative weight of primary and 
secondary effects, Jackson et al. (2007) found for British society that secondary effects 
accounted for about 30 to 40 per cent of the class differences in the transition to A-level 
education in 1974 and 1986. By 2001, this was reduced to about 20 to 25 per cent. For 
Stockholm, Erikson (2007) demonstrated that the relative importance of the secondary 
effects on the transition to upper secondary school had decreased from about 51 per cent 
to about 42 per cent between 1969 and 1990.
Following on these studies, our analyses for the Netherlands can be regarded as an 
interesting testing ground, since the Dutch has never been much of a ‘class society’, but 
more a ‘knowledge-based society’ (Kraaykamp, Van Eijck & Ultee, 2010). Many Dutch 
studies have found that the effect of father’s and mother’s education on educational 
attainment is larger than the effect of the father’s occupation, and while the effect of the 
father’s education on a child’s highest educational attainment has declined slightly over 
time, the effect of father’s occupation has virtually vanished (e.g. Bakker & Cremers, 1994; 
De Graaf & Ganzeboom, 1993). Consequently, for the Netherlands this study examines 
primary and secondary effects by looking at parental education and not at social class as 
was done in the studies by Erikson et al. (2005), Jackson et al. (2007) and Erikson (2007). 
In order to analyse the relative importance of primary and secondary effects of social 
background on the transition to higher track secondary education, we adopt the method 
of counterfactual analysis as proposed by Erikson and colleagues (2005).
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3.2 Theoretica l fram ew ork
It is generally assumed that social background differences in educational outcomes arise 
from both primary and secondary effects. To understand the working of the primary 
effects, it is important to underscore that assessments of children’s performance play a 
significant role in the Dutch educational system. High-performance children have a better 
chance of surviving the various educational selections than low-performance children.
Parents may employ financial, social and cultural resources to foster their children’s 
academic performance level (Goldthorpe, 1996). The cultural capital argument of 
Bourdieu (1973) provides an important explanation for primary effects of social 
background (Barone, 2006). According to Bourdieu (1973), cultural resources, in the form 
of linguistic and cultural skills, are advantageous for children’s schooling. Transmission of 
these resources familiarizes children with the dominant culture in society. As this same 
culture prevails in schools, children who acquire cultural resources at home are more 
likely to perform well in school. As a consequence, they have better chances of achieving a 
high educational level. Kalmijn and Kraaykamp (1996) expound on the way cultural capital 
is linked to educational success. Children who are often exposed to cultural activities have 
less difficulty with the subject matter taught in higher levels of education, and they are 
believed to be more familiar with abstract and intellectual concepts. In general, one might 
say that parental cultural capital enhances their children’s competencies. Since high socio­
economic status parents have more and superior resources at their disposal than low 
socio-economic status parents, they will probably be more successful in increasing their 
children’s performance level.
W e expect that these primary effects of social background have increased over time. 
Due to technological and organizational developments as well as the increasing importance 
of quality work, the skills and knowledge required in many occupational sectors has 
increased (De Grip & Van Loo, 2000; Van der Ploeg, 1992). Employers prefer hiring the 
highest educated employees they can get. As a successful educational career largely 
depends on one’s academic performance, parents perceive strengthening the performance 
level of their children as a way to increase their children’s chances of obtaining a high 
educational qualification, and consequently a high occupational status. Due to the 
increased educational requirements in many occupational sectors, we expect to find 
increasing primary effects of social background on the transition to higher track secondary 
education (Hypothesis /).
Rational choice approaches have often been used to understand the secondary 
effects of social background with regard to educational success (e.g. Boudon, 1974; Breen 
& Goldthorpe 1997; Breen, et al., 2009; Goldthorpe, 1996). The fundamental argument is 
that differences in educational choices emerge as a result of the differences between social 
status groups in their expectations of the costs and benefits of education and also with 
regard to their expectations concerning the probability of the educational success of their 
offspring. Parents’ rational considerations then lead to lower aspirations for low-status
57
Chapter 3
children and higher aspirations for high-status children. As a result, the latter are more 
likely to proceed to higher educational levels.
Due to changes in the expected costs and benefits of education, and in the perceived 
probability of achieving educational success, secondary effects of social background may 
have altered over time (Breen et al., 2009). The most significant changes are believed to 
have occurred with respect to the costs of education, as schooling in the Netherlands has 
become more affordable and accessible. In the twentieth century, cost-free compulsory 
education was expanded and fortified.3 In addition, the introduction of several family 
allowance measures (De Jonge, 2005) and provision of extra financial aid for parents 
unable to pay tuition fees for secondary education4 made the costs of education more 
bearable for low-income families. Next to these governmental arrangements, the rise in 
disposable income per employed person5 and the decline in family size6 contributed to the 
fact that parents from all social backgrounds have become better able to pay for their 
children’s education. Simultaneously, schools have become more accessible, because they 
have increased in number and public transportation has improved. In all likelihood, these 
developments have altered the educational decisions of low socio-economic status 
families, as they have reduced the financial difficulties especially for this group. High socio­
economic status families have more financial means at their disposal, and as a result they 
have benefited less from the declining costs of education (Breen et al., 2009).
Additionally, the aforementioned process of rising educational requirements in many 
occupational sectors may have led to an increase in the expected benefits of education. 
Education has become more of a necessity to achieve an occupation, which means that 
more children from all socio-economic backgrounds continue their education to the 
higher secondary level.
Educational reforms are probably responsible for changes in the perceived likelihood 
of educational success and failure (Breen et al., 2009). Part of the so-called ‘Mammoth 
Law’, enacted in the Netherlands in 1968, was the introduction of an orientation year in 
secondary school by which the final choice for a specific track of secondary education is 
postponed for one or sometimes two years (Dronkers, 1993). Traditionally, pupils opted 
for a particular track at the age of twelve, upon leaving primary education. Introduction of 
the orientation year ended this early selection. In 1993, an additional attempt was
3 The first compulsory education law in the Netherlands took effect in 1901, and obliged children 
between six and twelve years of age to attend school. From 1985, this was expanded to children 
aged five to sixteen.
4 In August 2005, tuition fees for secondary school were abolished for all school-age pupils, though 
parents still have to pay for learning materials and excursions. In the school year 2008-09, learning 
materials will also be free of charge.
5 In the Netherlands, the annual disposable income per employed person increased from €9,900 in 
1959 to €17,100 in 1998. These figures are relative to the purchasing power in 1996 (Statistics 
Netherlands, 2008a).
6 In the Netherlands, the average number of children per family declined from 3.1 in I960 to 1.7 in 
2000 (Statistics Netherlands, 2008b).
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undertaken to prevent early selection by introducing a standardized basic curriculum for 
secondary education (in Dutch basisvorming). The logic was that all pupils should follow 
more or less the same educational programme in the first years of secondary school, 
independent of their academic performance. Postponing the point in secondary education 
when pupils must opt for a particular track of secondary school gives them time to 
become more aware of their capabilities and what they want in the future. When a choice 
does have to be made, the idea is that they will opt for the type of secondary education 
that best fits their abilities and interests. It is likely that the postponement of the first 
selection mainly affects the educational decisions of the lower status groups, as they are 
presumably less confident than higher status groups at the start of their children’s 
educational career that their children will be able to manage higher track secondary 
education (Breen et al., 2009).
Changes in the expected costs and benefits of education, and perceived probabilities 
of educational success are likely to have made the choice for a high level of secondary 
education more appealing for low status groups as well. As a result, we expect decreasing 
secondary effects of social background on the transition to higher track secondary 
education (Hypothesis 2a).
In contrast, Raftery and Hout (1993) state in their maximally maintained inequality 
proposition that in times of educational expansion, social background differences in 
educational transitions decline only in cases in which the transition rates of the high socio­
economic status groups are close to I00 per cent. If not, educational expansion does not 
lead to educational equality, as the participation rate of high socio-economic status groups 
increases faster than that of low socio-economic status groups. They argue that not only 
low-status groups profit from efforts to expand educational participation, such as lowering 
the costs of education and educational reforms, but high-status groups profit too. 
Furthermore, the benefits of education are in all likelihood larger for high-status groups, as 
a high education reduces the risk of ending up in a lower social position than that of the 
parents. Parents of all backgrounds do not relish the idea of their children ending up in a 
social position lower than their own (Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997). To keep this from 
happening, children have to achieve an educational level that at least gives access to the 
social position of the parents. This means that high-status children must obtain a higher 
educational level than low-status children. As a consequence, high-status children are 
more likely to pursue higher education than their low-status peers. This leads to the 
contrasting expectation that the secondary effects of social background on the transition 
to higher track secondary education have remained stable over time (Hypothesis 2b).
Combining our expectations on historical changes in the primary and secondary 
effects of social background, we derive a hypothesis on the development of the relative 
importance of these effects over time. Since we expect increasing primary effects and 
decreasing or stable secondary effects, the relative importance of the primary effects of 
social background should have increased over time. In other words, we hypothesize that
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over the years, primary effects of social background have come to account for a greater 
part of educational inequality in higher track secondary education in the Netherlands 
(Hypothesis 3).
3.3 Data and measurem ents
3.3.1 Data
To answer our research questions, we use data from five cohorts of pupils in the 
Netherlands. The first Dutch cohort is the ‘From Year to Year’ cohort. This is a sample of 
1,845 pupils who entered secondary education in I965.7 The second cohort, that of pupils 
entering secondary education in 1977, is derived from the sample ‘School Career and 
Background of Pupils in Secondary Education’ (N = 37,242). Three waves of the ‘Cohort 
Survey of Secondary School Pupils’ provide the data for the generations entering 
secondary education in 1989 (N = 19,524), 1993 (N = 20,331) and 1999 (N = 19,391). 
The total number of respondents is 98,333. In each data set, pupils were followed from 
their first year in secondary education. Each year, schools were approached to provide 
information about the level of secondary education, the school year of the pupils and 
pupils’ exam results. Further, when the pupils entered their first year of secondary school, 
their parents provided background information on the family’s social characteristics by 
means of self-completion questionnaires.
3.3.2 Measurements
Our dependent variable transition to higher track secondary education refers to the 
transition from primary school to higher general education (HAVO) or pre-university 
education (VWO). A  problem in constructing this variable is that first-year pupils often 
opt for a so-called ‘orientation year’ (or two) which combines different educational levels. 
This saves pupils from having to choose a particular educational track right away. We 
decided to focus on the educational level ultimately chosen after this orientation period. 
Pupils who proceeded to higher general education (HAVO) or pre-university education 
(VW O) score a (I) on the variable transition to higher track secondary education; pupils 
who proceeded to lower vocational education (LBO) or lower general education (MAVO) 
score a (0) on this variable. An exception to this rule involves the children who entered 
lower track secondary education after leaving the HAVO/VW O orientation class. They 
score a (I ) on the dependent variable as their initial choice was higher track secondary 
education.
Children’s academic performance is estimated by the score on a scholastic aptitude 
test consisting of a verbal and mathematical component and taken in the first months of 
secondary school. The fact that these tests were taken at the beginning of the first year of
7 These pupils enrolled in secondary education before the 1968 introduction of the Mammoth Law. 
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secondary education could cause some bias in our research findings. Where pupils did not 
attend an orientation year, the chronological order of their taking the test and their 
school choice is upset. This may lead to some overestimation of the effect of academic 
performance on the transition to higher track secondary education. The aptitude test was 
identical from cohort 1989 onwards. In cohort 1977, a comparable verbal and 
mathematical test was administered. For cohort 1965, we constructed children’s academic 
performance in a somewhat different manner, using test results and report grades on the 
subjects verbal skills, mathematics, geography and history. De Jong et al. (1982) point out 
that this measure is an appropriate approximation for the score on a verbal and 
mathematical aptitude test. The measurement difference between the youngest and older 
cohorts should be kept in mind when interpreting the results. However, for the 
counterfactual models, test scores must be standardized for each cohort, which, we trust, 
is also a satisfactory solution to this measurement problem.
Parental education is measured as the maximum level of the father’s or mother’s 
educational attainment. The educational categories are: (I)  low education (primary school 
or lower secondary education), (2) middle education (higher secondary education) and (3) 
high education (higher vocational education or university). The proportion of parents with 
a high education rose over time, from about 6 per cent in cohort I965 to about 27 per 
cent in cohort I999.
To account for missing values on the variables of interest, we used a multiple 
imputation procedure from STATA to generate multiply-imputed data sets without 
missing values.8 As such, we were able to use all of the information on all pupils. We 
carried out separate imputations for each cohort. Most missing values were found in 
cohort I993 for parental education. For I8 per cent of the pupils, the educational level of 
their parents was unknown. In cohort 1977, academic performance was unknown for 
almost I7 per cent. Even in the face of this many missing values, Rubin (I987: II4 ) states 
that only a few imputations are required to obtain estimates with a relatively high 
efficiency. Therefore, we constructed five multiply-imputed data sets for each cohort. 
Analyses are performed on each data set separately, and then the average of the estimated 
parameters is taken. Next to the variables of interest we included the dummy variable for 
sex in the imputation procedure and also the continuous variables birth year and the 
secondary school type recommended by the pupil’s primary school. After performing the 
multiple imputation procedure, we deleted cases which initially had a missing value on the
8 Multiple imputation is like other missing-data methods based on certain assumptions. The most 
important assumption is that missing values are ‘missing at random’ (MAR), or missing values are 
ignorable. The likelihood of a missing value for a particular variable is not random but is not related 
to its particular value. Therefore, missing values for a particular variable are similar to non-missing 
values for this variable for cases with similar values for other variables. We believe that the variables 
children’s academic performance and parental education are missing at random with respect to the 
transition to higher track secondary education. Furthermore, we performed the analyses with and 
without the multiple imputation procedure. The results are substantially similar.
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Table 3 .1 Descriptive statistics of dependent and independent variables, per cohort
1965 (N = 1,756) 1977 (N = 37,026) 1989 (N = 19,135) 1993 (N = 19,981) 1999 (N = 18,741)
Min Max Mean Sd Min Max Mean Sd Min Max Mean Sd Min Max Mean Sd Min Max Mean Sd
Dependent variable
Transition to higher 




Low 0.00 1.00 0.84 0 .0 0 1.00 0.53 0 .0 0 1.00 0.45 0 .0 0 1.00 0.32 0 .0 0 1.00 0.28
Middle 0.00 1.00 0 .1 0 0 .0 0 1.00 0.31 0 .0 0 1.00 0.35 0 .0 0 1.00 0.44 0 .0 0 1.00 0.45
High 0.00 1.00 0.06 0 .0 0 1.00 0.16 0 .0 0 1.00 0 .2 0 0 .0 0 1.00 0.23 0 .0 0 1.00 0.27
Academic
performance -2 .1 0 2.05 0 .0 0  1.00 -3.62 3.59 0 .0 0  1.00 -3.59 3.37 0 .0 0  1.00 -3.64 3.14 0 .0 0  1.00 -3.64 3.71 0 .0 0  1.00
Source: VJTJ (1965). SMVO (1977). VOCL (1989. 1993. 1999)
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dependent variable ‘transition to higher track secondary education’ as suggested by Von 
Hippel (2007). The total number of cases left was 96,639. Table 3.1 presents the 
descriptive statistics of the dependent and independent variables per cohort.
Figure 3.1 presents the distribution of pupils’ choices regarding type of secondary 
education over time by parental educational level. W e observe educational expansion: in 
cohort 1965 around 16 per cent of the pupils who finished primary school entered a 
higher level of secondary education; in cohort 1999 this was almost 48 per cent. Between 
1965 and 1999 the percentage of pupils proceeding to higher track secondary education 
was rather stable. Despite the fact that more pupils from all backgrounds entered higher 
track secondary education over time, social background differences did not disappear. 
Pupils with highly educated parents were always more likely to proceed to higher track 
secondary education than pupils with middle or low-educated parents.
Figure 3.1 Percentage of pupils making the transition to higher track secondary education, by 
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3.4 Results
3.4.1 Primary and secondary effects of social background
Primary effects of social background, that is, the effects of social background differences 
on children’s academic performance, are determined by estimating the mean (fi) and the 
standard deviation ( ö  ) of the standardized performance score separately for each parental 
educational level. These figures are shown in the upper part of Table 3.2. We assume that 
pupils’ academic performance has a normal distribution for each level of parental
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education. The distribution of the transition to higher track secondary education follows a 
logistic curve. Therefore, to represent the secondary effects of social background, we 
perform binary logistic regression analyses. This procedure yields both the effect of each 
parental educational level on the transition to higher track secondary education, 
controlled for the performance score (a), as well as the effect of academic performance 
on the transition to higher track secondary education for each parental educational level ( 
ß ). These estimated parameters for the transition to higher track secondary education are 
presented in the lower part of Table 3.2. Note that the formula - a /ß  produces the value 
of academic performance at which pupils have a 50 per cent chance to enter higher track 
secondary education.
Table 3.2 Estimated parameters for performance (fi, Ö) and for transition (a , ß )
Performance
1965 1977 1989 1993 1999
f i Ö fi Ö fi Ö fi Ö fi ö
Parental education
Low -0.11 0.97 -0.25 0.97 -0.35 0.96 -0.44 0.95 -0.41 1.01
Middle 0.53 0 .9 6 0.13 0.95 0 .1 0 0.93 0.03 0.94 0 .0 2 0.96
High 0.74 0 .9 0 0.59 0.90 0.60 0.87 0.56 0 .8 8 0.39 0.89
Transition ä ß ä ß ä ß ä ß ä ß
Parental education
Low -3.33 2.39 -2.03 2.31 -2.16 2.28 -2.04 2.31 -0.84 2.41
Middle -1.63** 1.77 -1.52 ** 2.29 -1.61 ** 2.28 -1.56** 2.41 -0.39 ** 2.27
High -1.76a ** 2.46 -0.67 ** 2.28 -0.63 ** 2.44 -0.57** 2.37 0.55 ** 2.34
** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05 Source: VJTJ (1965), SMVO (1977) and VOCL (1989, 1993, 1999)
fi : average of standardized performance score 
S  : standard deviation of standardized performance score
a  : effect of each parental educational level on the transition to higher track secondary education, controlled for 
performance
ß  : effect of academic performance on the transition to higher track secondary education, per parental educational level 
bold: significantly different from & 1999 (p < 0.01)
b o ld  & italic: difference in a  between middle and low-educated significantly decreased between 1965 and 1999 (p < 
0 .0 1 )
a 1965 : a  not significantly different between highly and middle-educated. In the oldest cohort, middle-educated were 
probably relatively high educated.
We used these estimated parameters for performance and transition to higher track 
secondary education to create graphs which provide insight into the primary and 
secondary effects of social background. Figure 3.2 shows the differences between social 
background groups for cohort 1999. The normal curves represent, for each parental 
educational level, the academic performance score distribution of pupils. There are clear 
background differences in pupils’ performance distribution, which indicates the existence 
of primary effects. The performance curve of children with highly educated parents is 
positioned to the right, the performance curve of children with low-educated parents is 
positioned more to the left, with the performance curve of children with middle-educated 
parents positioned in-between. This demonstrates that, as expected, children with highly
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educated parents have on average the highest performance score, followed by children 
with middle-educated parents and then children with low-educated parents. This sequence 
is also observed in the other cohorts, as shown in Appendix 3.1.
The logistic curves in Figure 3.2 represent, for cohort 1999, the estimated 
proportion of pupils that make the transition to higher track secondary education at a 
certain performance score. The graph demonstrates that, given a certain performance 
score, children with highly educated parents are most likely to proceed to higher track 
secondary education and children with low-educated parents least likely; children with 
middle-educated parents are again positioned in-between. Comparable results are found
Figure 3.2 Graphical representation of regression of transition to higher track secondary education 
on performance, cohort 1999
Performance
-----Highly educated parents -------Middle-educated parents----- Low-educated parents
for the other cohorts (see Appendix 3.1). Jackson et al. (2007) demonstrated for British 
society that secondary effects are mostly at work at the intermediate performance levels; 
the distances between the transition curves of pupils with different backgrounds are at 
their widest at these intermediate levels. This indicates that, independent of social 
background, children with low performance levels hardly ever proceed to higher track 
secondary education, in contrast to children with high performance levels who almost 
always make this transition. Figure 3.2 shows similar results for cohort 1999; the distance 
of 15 to 35 percentage points between the curve of the highly educated parents and the 
curve of the lower educated ones lies between -0.8 and 0.8 on the performance score 
axis. However, for the other Dutch cohorts, secondary effects are mostly found 
somewhat above the intermediate performance level. This is especially true for the oldest
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cohort, that of 1965. Performing the same control as Jackson et al. (2007), i.e. examining 
background differences in observed transition probabilities at different performance 
scores, does not alter our results.
Changes in the primary and secondary effects across cohorts can be derived from 
Table 3.2. First, we consider changes in the primary effects of social background, or 
differences in performance scores between the children from different backgrounds. The 
difference in average performance score between children with low-educated parents and 
children with middle-educated parents was 0.64 (0.1 1 + 0.53) in 1965. This difference 
diminished over time; in 1999 it was 0.43 (0.41 + 0.02). The difference in average 
performance score between children with middle-educated parents and children with 
highly educated parents shows a different development. It increased between 1965 and 
1993 from 0.21 (0.74 -  0.53) to 0.53 (0.56 -  0.03), and after 1993 it decreased again; in 
1999 the performance score difference was 0.37 (0.39 -  0.02). The development in the 
average performance score between children with low educated parents and children with 
highly educated parents follows a similar pattern. It increased between 1965 and 1993 
from 0.85 (0.1 1 + 0.74) to 1.00 (0.44 + 0.56) and then decreased; in 1999 the 
performance score difference was about the same as in 1965, namely 0.80 (0.41 + 0.39). 
The increasing gap in the average performance score between children with highly 
educated parents and children with middle or low-educated parents supports hypothesis 
1, predicting increasing primary effects. The fact that these background differences in 
performance score diminished after 1993 and also the decreasing performance score 
difference between children with middle-educated parents and those with low-educated 
parents contradicts this hypothesis.
To scrutinize changes over time in the secondary effects of social background, we 
look at the lower part of Table 3.2. Overall, one might say that it looks as if the secondary 
effects of social background have remained rather stable over the years. Only the 
difference between children with low-educated parents and children with middle-educated 
parents in their transition probabilities decreased between 1965 and 1999. This finding 
corroborates hypothesis 2b derived from the maximum maintained inequality proposition.
3.4.2 Counterfactual analysis
To quantify the importance of the primary and secondary effects of social background and 
the relative weight of these two types of effects, Erikson et al. (2005) proposed an elegant 
approach for which it is necessary to determine the expected proportion of pupils of 
parental educational level / that makes the transition to higher track secondary education. 
This proportion depends on the distribution of the average performance score, x, in 
parental educational level i  (component A) and the probability of attending higher track 
secondary education among pupils whose parents have this educational level, with an 
average performance score of x  (component B). Assuming that component A  follows a 
normal curve and component B a logistic curve, the proportion of pupils who make the
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transition to higher track secondary education for each parental educational level can be 
written as follows (Jackson et al., 2007):
- 4
Com ponent A  Component B
+ 4
ö V2n
, - ( x - ß ) 2 /  2 a 2 , a+ ßx
g a+ ßx dx
By inserting the estimated parameters for performance (ß,ä) and transition (ä , ß ) into 
this integral, the estimated proportion of pupils proceeding to higher track secondary 
education is determined.9 Since this integral consists of two components, we are able to 
perform counterfactual analyses. By combining the estimated performance distribution of 
pupils whose parents have a certain educational level with the performance-related 
transition probabilities of pupils whose parents have another educational level, and vice 
versa, we are able to estimate the expected counterfactual proportion of pupils 
proceeding to higher track secondary education. These counterfactuals are represented in 
Table 3.3. The rows represent the parental educational level of the children whose 
performance distribution is used, and the columns represent the parental educational level 
of the children whose performance-related transition probabilities are used. Note that the 
estimated diagonal cells of each cohort are nearly the same as the observed transition 
rates in Figure 3.1.
Table 3.3 Estimated probabilities of the transition to higher track secondary education for actual 




High Middle Low High Middle Low High Middle Low
High 0.51 0.44 0.28 0.60 0.47 0.40 0.62 0.46 0.38
Middle 0.44 0.39 0.24 0.45 0.33 0.27 0.45 0.31 0.24
Low 0.25 0 .2 3 0.1 1 0.33 0.23 0 .1 8 0.31 0 .2 0 0.15
1993 1999
Parental education High Middle Low High Middle Low
High 0.61 0.47 0.39 0.71 0.58 0.52
Middle 0.43 0.30 0.24 0.58 0.45 0.39
Low 0.28 0.18 0.14 0.45 0.32 0.27
Source: VJTJ (1965), SMVO ( 1977) and VO CL (1989, 1993, 1999)
What can be learnt from Table 3.3? For example, in 1989 the proportion of pupils with 
low-educated parents making the transition to higher track secondary education was 15
This integral has no closed form solution. Therefore, we used a numerical integration procedure.
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per cent in comparison to about 62 per cent of pupils with highly educated parents. If the 
pupils with low-educated parents retained their performance distribution but had the 
same performance-related transition probabilities as children with highly educated parents, 
the estimated proportion of pupils with low-educated parents making this transition would 
be about 31 per cent. The other way around, if they had the same performance 
distribution as the children with highly educated parents but retained their performance- 
related transition probabilities, the estimated transition proportion of these pupils would 
be about 38 per cent. It turns out that in this case the performance distribution is more 
important for making the transition to higher track secondary education than the 
performance-related transition probabilities. In other words, primary effects of social 
background are more important for this transition than secondary effects.
Table 3.3 gives an indication of the relative importance of the primary and secondary 
effects of social background on the transition to higher track secondary education. It is, 
however, preferable to obtain estimates for the relative importance of both effects. For 
this reason, we first make use of log odds ratios, as has been done in prior research 
(Erikson, 2007; Erikson et al., 2005; Jackson et al., 2007). By determining the logarithm of 
the actual and counterfactual odds ratios, we are able to estimate the relative importance 
of the primary and secondary effects for the different social background contrasts.10 Table 
3.4 and the accompanying figure present these. Values above 0.5 indicate that the 
performance distribution, or primary effects, are more important for the transition to 
higher track secondary education. Values below 0.5 indicate that the performance-related 
transition probabilities, or the secondary effects, are more important for this transition. 
Overall, values exceeding 0.5 indicate that the primary effects of parental education are 
more important for the transition to higher track secondary education than the secondary 
effects.
Across cohorts, the relative importance of the primary effects increased when 
children from middle-educated parents were compared to children from low-educated 
parents. For the other two social background contrasts, the relative importance of the 
primary effects shows limited change until 1989. In the relatively short period between 
cohort 1989 and 1993, an increase in the relative importance of primary effects is 
observed. Between cohort 1993 and cohort 1999, we observe a decline in the relative 
importance of the primary effects; this is particularly noticeable when comparing children 
from highly educated parents with those from middle-educated parents. Apparently, 
parents from high socio-economic backgrounds were less able or less successful in 
enhancing their children’s academic performance in cohort 1999 than in cohort 1993, by 
which the primary effects accounted for a smaller part of total inequality in the transition 
to higher track secondary education. We did not expect these fluctuations, and will return
10 For detailed information on the research procedure, refer to Erikson (2007), Erikson et al. (2005) 
and Jackson et al. (2007).
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Table 3.4: The relative importance of the primary effects of social background on the transition to 
higher track secondary education
The primary and secondary effects on the transition to higher track secondary education
1965 1977 1989 1993 1999
Highly educated / middle educated 0.51 0.55 0.53 0.57 0.49
Middle educated / low educated 0.52 0.63 0.64 0 .6 7 0 .6 8
Highly educated / low educated 0.55 0.58 0.57 0.60 0.57
Average 0.53 0.59 0.58 0.62 0.58
-♦-High-Middle -a-M iddle-Low ^-High-Low  -»«-Average
to them in the conclusion of this chapter.
To examine trends in the total relative importance of the primary effects, we 
calculated the average of the three social background contrasts per cohort.11 Table 3.4 
and the accompanying figure present these results as well. We find no strong evidence for 
hypothesis 3, predicting the relative importance of the primary effects to increase over 
time. In 1965, primary effects accounted for about 53 per cent of the selection for higher 
track secondary education; in 1999, this was about 58 per cent.
3.5 C o nclusio n  and discussion
Prior research has shown that social selection in Dutch secondary education has far from
11 For each cohort, we used the six counterfactual transition probabilities that are reported in Table 
3.3 to determine the estimates of the relative importance of the primary effects. This procedure 
results in two estimates for each social background contrast. The average of these two estimates is 
the relative importance of the primary effects for a specific social background contrast, as is shown 
in Table 3.4. The total relative importance of the primary effects is the average of all, that is six 
(three background contrasts X  two estimates), estimates, which is also shown in Table 3.4.
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disappeared. Children from high socio-economic status family backgrounds still proceed to 
higher track secondary education more often than low socio-economic status children 
(Bakker & Cremers, 1994). Employing Boudon’s (1974) distinction between primary and 
secondary effects of social background, we set out to obtain insight into how social 
selection is preserved in Dutch secondary education. First, we investigated the existence 
of and changes in the primary and secondary effects of social background on the transition 
to higher track secondary education in the Netherlands. Second, we looked at trends in 
the relative weights of these two types of effects. Our analyses are based on five cohorts 
of Dutch pupils, specifically, those entering secondary education in 1965, 1977, 1989, 1993 
and 1999.
Over the years, considerably more pupils have gained access to higher track 
secondary education. In line with results of prior research (Bakker & Cremers, 1994), we 
find that social background differences are still influential in determining transition 
probabilities to higher track secondary education. Both primary and secondary effects of 
social background account for these differences. High-status children have a higher 
academic performance level than low-status children (i.e. primary effects), which is in line 
with the cultural capital argument of Bourdieu (1973). Also, independent of academic 
performance, high-status children are more likely than low-status children to proceed to 
higher track secondary education (i.e. secondary effects). Did the primary and secondary 
effects change over time? W e expected the effect of social background on children’s 
performance level to have increased over time, given the increased educational 
requirements in many occupational sectors and the superior resources highly educated 
parents have to influence their offspring’s performance level. Indeed, we found that 
between cohort 1965 and 1993, the gaps in performance scores between children with 
highly educated parents and those with low-educated or middle-educated parents 
increased, although they decreased again between cohort 1993 and 1999. Furthermore, 
we observed decreasing performance score differences between children with low- 
educated parents and those with middle-educated parents. The secondary effects of social 
background have been rather stable over time. Our analyses provide no support for the 
expectation that the effect of social background on the transition to higher track 
secondary education, independent of academic performance, diminished between cohort 
1965 and 1999. Developments in the costs and benefits of education, and in children’s 
success probabilities did not have the expected effect. Our results are more in line with 
the maximum maintained inequality proposition of Raftery and Hout (1993). Social 
background differences in the transition to higher track secondary education probably 
decline only if the transition rate of the children with highly educated parents has reached 
its ceiling.
Estimating the relative size of primary and secondary effects reveals that across 
cohorts, primary effects have accounted for a somewhat greater part of the inequality in 
higher track secondary education: in 1965 it was about 53 per cent and in 1999 about 58
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per cent. For both Stockholm and British society, a larger growth in the relative 
importance of the primary effects was observed (Erikson 2007; Jackson et al., 2007). In the 
Stockholm samples, the proportion of primary effects in the transition to upper levels of 
secondary education increased between 1969 and 1990 from about 49 per cent to about 
58 per cent. In the British samples, the proportion increased from about 60 to 70 per cent 
in 1974 and 1986 to about 75 to 80 per cent in 2001. It is interesting that although we 
studied a more extensive time period for the Netherlands, the relative importance of the 
primary effects increased less compared with Stockholm and British society. It is 
important to note, however, that Jackson et al. (2007) and Erikson (2007) take social class 
as their indicator of social background and not parental education. Perhaps if they had 
focused on parental education instead of social class, the growth in the relative 
importance of the primary effects might have been smaller. Nevertheless, we believe that 
differences between our results and those of Jackson et al. (2007) and Erikson (2007) are 
large enough to claim that they cannot be solely attributed to differences in research 
design.
Jackson and colleagues (2007) are correct in arguing that outcomes should be 
interpreted cautiously. All of these studies assume that pupils decide whether to proceed 
to higher levels of secondary education after school tests have been taken at the end of 
primary school or compulsory education. This is how the process officially works. But 
pupils can of course decide at an earlier point in time what type of secondary education 
they will pursue. Social background might play a role in this decision-making process; for 
children from high socio-economic status backgrounds it might be clear from the start 
that they should attend higher track secondary education and after that a university. 
Jackson et al. (2007) point out these anticipatory decisions of pupils and their parents. 
These anticipatory decisions might result in children being more strongly motivated by 
their parents and also being keen to acquire a high academic performance level. 
Unfortunately, our data sets include no information on children’s early-life performance 
level or educational aspirations. Thus, we are unable to examine the existence and effect 
of anticipatory decisions for Dutch society. As a result, primary effects in this study may 
be somewhat overestimated and secondary effects underestimated. It is safest to interpret 
our results as the lower limits of the relative importance of the secondary effects, or the 
upper limits of the relative importance of the primary effects (Jackson et al., 2007). 
Despite the fact that we were only able to establish the upper limits of the relative 
importance of the primary effects, we have clearly shown that social background plays a 
significant role in the selection and allocation of pupils in higher track secondary 
education. Both primary and secondary effects create social background differences in the 
transition to higher track secondary education.
Although in the past decennia the Dutch government has challenged the differences 
in educational opportunities for pupils of different socio-economic backgrounds, not much 
change can be observed in the effects of social background. It aimed at creating a school
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system that works according to meritocratic principles, and introduced activistic 
educational policies to achieve this goal. As both primary and secondary effects of social 
background are still present with respect to the transition to higher track secondary 
education, it seems that high socio-economic status parents apparently have the means to 
keep their lead, and that they can withstand the policy measures. Additionally, introduced 
educational measures might have unintentionally led to changes in the relative importance 
of the primary and secondary effects. The introduction in 1993 of a standardized basic 
curriculum for secondary education (in Dutch basisvorming), aimed to prevent early 
selection, may have increased the significance of scores on the scholastic aptitude tests 
administered at the end of primary school for pupils’ school career in secondary education 
(Research Centre for Education and the Labour Market 2008). This might explain the 
increase in the share of the primary effects in the social inequality in higher secondary 
education between cohort 1989 and cohort 1993. Another explanation might lie in the 
sharp rise in income inequality in the early 1990s (Van den Brakel-Hofmans, 2007). As a 
result, resources that may support children’s academic performance might have become 
even more unequally distributed among the lower and the higher social strata, increasing 
the relevance of the primary effects for inequality in the transition to higher track 
secondary education. However, between cohort 1993 and cohort 1999, performance 
differences between children from high socio-economic backgrounds and those from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds declined. For some reason, high-status parents were 
less able to create an educational advantage for their offspring in cohort 1999 than in 
cohort 1993, leading to a decline in the relative importance of the primary effects on the 
transition to higher track secondary education. It will be the task for future research to 
find the actual explanations for the changes in and maintenance of social selection in higher 
track secondary education during the last thirty years.
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Appendix 3 .1 Graphical representation of regression of transition to higher track secondary education on performance, per cohort

































Social background and the choice between non-promotion and 
enrolment in a lower track*
4.1 Introduction
Research on educational careers usually regards non-promotion (grade retention) as a 
harmful event for the subsequent educational career. Findings have confirmed the 
detrimental effect of non-promotion on various educational outcomes. Compared with 
promoted pupils, non-promoted pupils have poorer personal adjustment, lower self­
esteem, a more negative attitude towards school (Holmes & Matthews, 1984), a higher 
chance of quitting school prematurely (e.g. Jimerson, 1999; Jimerson, Anderson & 
Whipple, 2002; Roderick, 1994), lower academic performance (also compared with 
promoted under-achieving pupils) (Holmes & Matthews, 1984; Jimerson, 1999) and less 
chance of enrolling in post-secondary education (Jimerson, 1999). Yet up to now, the 
consequences of non-promotion have been studied and discussed mainly for primary 
school pupils. The current study focuses on non-promotion in secondary schools in the 
Netherlands. The few empirical studies that have been conducted on repeating a grade in 
secondary school have found a negative influence of social background, that is, children 
from more privileged socio-economic backgrounds are less likely to be held back in 
secondary school than their socially disadvantaged counterparts (Bakker & Cremers, 1994; 
Duquet, Glorieux, Laurijssen & Van Dorsselaer, 2005; Van der Werf, Lubbers & Kuyper, 
1999).
These research findings, however, do not tell the whole story, because in tracked 
educational systems, like in the Netherlands, non-promotion is often the preferred option 
when pupils fail to meet the performance requirements to proceed to the next grade. The 
other option is to move to a lower, less demanding type of secondary education. Unlike 
this latter option, non-promotion offers under-achieving pupils a second opportunity to 
succeed in their preferred track of secondary school. This study examines whether, in the 
more demanding tracks of Dutch secondary education, the preference for non-promotion 
above enrolment in a lower track differs according to children’s social background. Given 
the differential educational aspirations among social status groups, we consider it likely 
that children’s socio-economic background will affect the educational choices made within 
secondary education. Because the choice between non-promotion and enrolment in a 
lower track is reserved for under-achieving pupils, the effect of socio-economic
* A slightly different version of this chapter is forthcoming in the Oxford Review of Education 
(Kloosterman & De Graaf, 2010). A Dutch version was published in Mens & Maatschappij 
(Kloosterman & De Graaf, 2009).
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background can be identified as a secondary effect (Boudon, 1974). The main research 
question reads: To what extent does social background influence the choice between non­
prom otion and enrolment in a low er track in the two highest levels o f secondary 
education in the Netherlands?
We study this for three recent cohorts of Dutch students, respectively, those who 
made the transition from primary to secondary school in 1989, 1993 and 1999. 
Interestingly, within this observation window, an important change was implemented in 
the structure of secondary education. Before 1999, the lower tracks of secondary 
education in the Netherlands consisted of two distinct educational types: lower vocational 
education (LBO) and lower general secondary education (MAVO). In 1999, these two 
levels were merged into pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO). This new, large and 
rather amorphous educational type brings together a very diverse group of pupils, also 
greatly increasing the number of students per school. Many educators and parents have 
developed a negative perception of pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO), as it is 
often characterized by a high drop-out rate, a relatively high level of violence within the 
schools and a large number of special needs pupils, mostly from ethnic minority groups. It 
is therefore viewed as providing an unsafe and discouraging environment for children 
(Kreulen, 2005). Although this perception of VMBO may derive partly from 
misunderstandings, this new educational type unmistakably has a more negative image than 
the types of lower secondary education that it replaced. The reoccurrence of this topic in 
the media and in governmental debates is clear evidence of this (De Vos, 2001; 
Dijsselbloem, 2008; Kreulen, 2005; Obbink, 2007; Van Veen, 2008). Note that the two 
most demanding tracks in secondary education (HAVO, which is the middle level, and 
VW O, the higher level) did not undergo structural change.
There is good reason to assume that the recent introduction of pre-vocational 
secondary education (VMBO) now plays a key role in parents’ considerations and choices 
regarding the educational careers of their children. For example, Van der W erf and 
Kuyper (2002, 2004) found that since the introduction of this new educational type, pupils 
receive increasingly higher recommendations from their teacher at the end of primary 
school regarding the type of secondary school that is most appropriate for them. 
According to Driessen (2006), this inflated recommendation level is the result of parental 
pressure. Parents, especially those from higher socio-economic milieus, have difficulty 
accepting their children entering pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO). They 
therefore apply pressure on the teacher to provide a higher secondary school 
recommendation by which they withhold their children from VMBO. The negative image 
of this lower track has possibly reinforced parents’ involvement and interference with 
their children’s schooling. We examine the extent to which the introduction of pre- 
vocational secondary education (VMBO) has led to changes in the influence of social 
background on the choice between non-promotion and enrolment in a lower track. In so 
doing, we hope to contribute to a better understanding of the consequences of this large-
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scale educational reform for social inequality in Dutch secondary education.
For our analyses, we have comparable panel data for three cohorts of Dutch pupils: 
those who entered secondary education in 1989, 1993 and 1999, respectively. Given poor 
academic performance, pupils from the youngest cohort who attend higher general 
secondary education (HAVO) are at risk of being demoted to pre-vocational secondary 
education (VMBO), whereas in the two older cohorts they could enrol in MAVO, a 
general mid-lower track of secondary schooling. Our three cohorts thus enable us to 
examine whether the introduction of pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO) has 
strengthened the influence of social background on the choice between non-promotion in 
HAVO and enrolment in a lower track. Our second research question reads: To what 
extent has the influence o f social background on the choice between non-promotion and 
enrolment in a low er track increased with the introduction o f pre-vocational secondary 
education (VMBO)?
4.2 Theoretica l fram ew ork
Numerous studies on educational inequality underscore the presence of social selection in 
various educational transitions. The influence of social background on the transition 
between educational levels has been widely studied (e.g. Shavit & Blossfeld, 1993). 
Additionally, quite a number of studies report that high-status parents make more 
ambitious choices during their children’s secondary and tertiary education than parents 
from less privileged backgrounds (Byrd & Weitzman, 1993; Corman, 2003; Duquet et al., 
2005; Hauser, Pager, & Simmons, 2004; Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 2003; Rumberger & 
Thomas, 2000; Teachman, Paasch, & Carver, 1996), however, so far no research has 
looked into grade retention in this light.
When academic performance is insufficient to proceed to the next grade level, the 
pupil and his or her parents are confronted with two alternatives. The first option is to 
repeat the current grade in the subsequent school year. The second, more rigorous 
option is to continue schooling at a lower, less demanding level, which is made possible by 
the hierarchically tracked character of Dutch secondary education.
The ‘relative risk aversion’ approach of Breen and Goldthorpe (1997) asserts that 
parents from all socio-economic backgrounds will seek to ensure their children acquire a 
social position at least equal to their own. Educational level plays a crucial role in 
determining an individual's social position. This implies that children from high social strata 
must obtain a higher educational level than their peers from lower social strata. They have 
to make more ambitious educational decisions throughout their academic career. As 
enrolment in a lower track of secondary school reduces the chance of ultimately attaining 
a high educational outcome, high-status children are more likely than low-status children 
to choose non-promotion over enrolment in a lower track (Hypothesis /). Next to this 
motive of status maintenance, children from low social strata might be less inclined to risk 
failing again in the near future, leading them to opt for the safest option, which is enrolling
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in a lower level of secondary education.
Higher general secondary education (HAVO) and pre-university education (VW O) 
constitute the two highest tracks in Dutch secondary education, and both provide access 
to the prestigious tertiary educational level. Children who obtain a HAVO diploma are 
allowed to enter the professionally oriented higher vocational track (HBO), while a VW O  
diploma also grants access to the exclusive university (W O). Parents from high socio­
economic backgrounds are likely to prefer the highest level of secondary schooling for 
their offspring, but they are also likely to be satisfied with higher general secondary 
education (HAVO). Next to the fact that the HAVO level provides access to higher 
vocational education (HBO), children who successfully finish the first year of a HBO study 
programme are eligible for university entrance. So the transition to university is still within 
reach. The transition from HAVO to a lower track considerably reduces the likelihood of 
entering tertiary education. It can therefore be expected that high-status families will have 
more difficulty accepting their children making this downward transition than with the 
move downward from VW O  to HAVO. Therefore, we hypothesize that the influence of 
social background on the choice between non-promotion and enrolment in a lower track 
is stronger for HAVO pupils than for those enrolled in VW O  (Hypothesis 2).
As noted earlier, after 1999 the two lower levels of secondary education (LBO and 
MAVO) were integrated into pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO). Shortly after 
its introduction, this large-scale educational reform started to receive bad press. Critical 
notes in the media regarding pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO) were and still 
are the rule rather the exception (De Vos, 2001; Kreulen, 2005; Obbink, 2007; Van Veen, 
2008). An obvious consequence of this quickly acquired negative image is that parents try 
to withhold their children from this schooling level. In short, there is a serious ‘VMBO 
phobia’ (Van Veen, 2008). More so than in the days of the old educational structure, 
parents, particularly those from the higher socio-economic strata, try to place and 
maintain their children in at least higher general secondary education (HAVO). They do 
their utmost to prevent their children from being promoted downwards from higher 
general secondary education (HAVO) to pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO). 
This leads us to expect that with the VMBO’s introduction, the influence of social 
background on the choice between non-promotion and enrolment in a lower track 
increased for HAVO pupils (Hypothesis 3).
4.3 Data and measurem ents
4.3.1 Data
The empirical analyses are based on three subsequent waves of the ‘Cohort Survey of 
Secondary School Pupils’. These waves provide data for the cohorts of Dutch pupils 
entering secondary education, respectively, in 1989 (N = 19,524), 1993 (N = 20,331) and
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1999 (N = 19,301).12,13,14 The total number of pupils is 59,156. The survey follows the 
school career of pupils from the first year in secondary education onwards. Statistics 
Netherlands approaches the schools annually to solicit information on the educational 
positions of the students (Hustinx, Kuyper, Van der W erf & Zijsling, 2005), using the 
pupils’ unique administration numbers. This means that for each school year we know in 
exactly which educational type pupils were placed, in which grade they were and whether 
they obtained a diploma in that year. This information enables us to assess whether pupils 
successfully finished an educational type, were delayed by non-promotion, enrolled in a 
lower track or entered a higher track.
Furthermore, in the first year of secondary education, a self-completion 
questionnaire is distributed to pupils’ parents, seeking background information on the 
family’s social characteristics. However, a level of non-response to this parental 
questionnaire means that for all three years information on the social and ethnic 
background of some pupils is unknown. The largest non-response was in cohort 1993, in 
which 18 per cent of the parents did not fill in the questionnaire. Van der W erf et al. 
(1999) found this non-response to be selective, as pupils whose parents completed the 
questionnaire had performed better and obtained a higher recommendation at the end of 
primary school compared to pupils whose parents did not fill in the questionnaire. This 
selection effect presents a risk of bias in our results. To overcome this problem, we make 
use of the multiple imputation procedure provided by STATA (Allison, 2000; Rubin, 1987,
1996). The procedure generates for each missing value a number of simulated values 
based on the available information. The analyses are performed on each data set 
separately, then the average of the estimated parameters is reported. Rubin (1987) 
concludes that even in situations with many missing values, as in our case, five data sets 
with imputed values are sufficient to obtain efficient estimates.
4.3.2 Measurements: Dependent variables
At the end of each school year, pupils in secondary education face a number of 
possibilities: they may have failed their grade and have to either repeat it or enrol in a 
lower track of secondary school, they might move on successfully, or they might leave
12 The data set for cohort 1999 (VOCL, 1999) has not been released by the commissioners and 
executive authorities, which are Statistics Netherlands (CBS), the Netherlands Organization for 
Scientific Research (NWO) and the Groningen Institute for Educational Research (GION). As a 
result, we were unable to merge the data sets of the various cohorts and had to perform the 
analyses per cohort. The analyses for cohort 1999 were performed on site at Statistics Netherlands.
13 Officially, in cohort 1999, 19,391 pupils were followed from their first year in secondary 
education. Statistics Netherlands (CBS) merged this file with the Municipal Personal Records 
Database (GBA). The link between these data was not possible for 90 pupils, whereupon Statistics 
Netherlands decided to remove these pupils from the data set.
14 Cohort 1965 is not included in this study as, for this cohort, only the successively attended school 
types are known, not the annually school events. Cohort 1977 is omitted as well due to missing 
information on children’s ethnic background.
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Table 4 .1 Descriptive statistics of dependent and independent variables, per cohort
1989 1993 1999
Havo Vwo Havo Vwo Havo Vwo
(N = 12,897) (N = 16,245) (N= 14,862) (N= 18,135) (N= 19,418) (N= 22,547)
Dependent variables (pupil * year) Min Max Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Enrolment in a lower track 0.00 1.00 0 .0 2 0.03 0.03 0.04 0.03 0.05
Successful transition 0.00 1.00 0.84 0.89 0.85 0.89 0.85 0.91
Non-promotion 0.00 1.00 0.10 0.06 0.09 0.05 0.07 0.03
Enrolment in a higher track 0.00 1.00 0.01 0.00 0.01
Leaving secondary education 0.00 1.00 0.03 0 .0 2 0.03 0 .0 2 0.03 0.01
Havo Vwo Havo Vwo Havo Vwo
(N= 2,551) (N= 2,864) (N= 3,024) (N= 3,267) (N= 4,170) (N= 4,298)
Independent variables Min Max Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Parental education 6 .0 0 17.00 12.32 2.74 13.46 2.86 12.74 2.52 13.69 2.68 12.33 2.72 13.14 2.71
Academic performance 0.00 1.00 0.71 0.84 0.71 0.85 0.63 0.80
Girl 0.00 1.00 0.51 0.51 0.53 0.54 0.52 0.54
Non-western immigrant 0.00 1.00 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.06 0.04
Urbanization degree 0.00 4.00 2.42 1.29 2.92 1.19 2.40 1.1 1 2.52 1.10 1.97 1.39 1.94 1.35
Source: VOCL (1989. 1993. 1999)
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secondary school without a diploma. Another alternative for pupils other than those in 
pre-university education (VW O) is to move upwards to a higher track. In order to analyse 
these competing events simultaneously, we constructed for each cohort for both the 
HAVO and the VW O  pupils a ‘pupil-year’ file. We limit the number of observations to 
pupils who could face a decision between non-promotion (grade retention) and transition 
to a lower level. The descriptive statistics of the categorical educational event variable are 
presented, per cohort and type of higher secondary education, in the upper part of Table 
4.1. W e consider both obtaining a diploma and moving on successfully to the next grade 
as successful events which we merge in the category ‘successful transition’.
The accumulation of events during secondary school largely determines how pupils 
fare in their initially chosen level of higher secondary education: graduated without delay, 
graduated with delay, enrolled in a lower track or left secondary school without a 
diploma. For pupils in higher general secondary education (HAVO), there exists another 
alternative, namely moving upwards to pre-university education (VWO). The diagrams in 
Figure 4.1 present per cohort the percentage distribution of pupils’ initially chosen type of 
secondary education and then, for higher general secondary education (HAVO) and pre­
university education (VWO), the way pupils left these educational types. We observe that 
across cohorts, ever more pupils gained access to the higher tracks of secondary 
education. The large increase in enrolment rates in these levels of secondary school 
between cohort 1993 and cohort 1999 is possibly related to the fear of entering the 
unpopular pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO).
In the Netherlands, many children entering secondary education after leaving 
primary school do not immediately begin in a particular track of secondary education but 
spend one or sometimes two years in a so-called ‘orientation class’ in which educational 
types are combined. This enables children to postpone their choice for a specific track in 
secondary education, giving them more time to learn where their talents and interests lie. 
After the orientation period, a rather small group of pupils does not enrol in a regular 
type of secondary education (Figure 4.1). These pupils left secondary education 
prematurely for reasons such as a long illness, entry into the labour market or a 
residential move. The way pupils left the higher types of secondary education also changed 
across the cohorts. The percentage of Dutch pupils who graduated from higher general 
secondary education (HAVO) without delay increased by 8 per cent; for pre-university 
education (VW O) we observe a 5 per cent increase. In all of the cohorts however the 
percentage of pupils who graduated on time is larger in pre-university education (VW O) 
than in higher general secondary education (HAVO). HAVO pupils had more tendency to 
be delayed than their peers in pre-university education (VWO). Over time, the 
proportion of Dutch pupils who graduated from secondary school but with a delay clearly 
decreased in both higher general secondary education (HAVO) and pre-university 
education (VWO). For HAVO this drop was more than 12 per cent, and for VW O  more 
than 9 per cent. The proportion of youths who moved downwards to a lower track of
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Figure 4 .1 Type of secondary education chosen after primary school and the way HAVO and V W O  students left that educational track
1989 1993 1999
Source: VO CL (1989, 1993, 1999)
a =From 1999, LBO became a learning path within VMBO, divided into levels oriented towards middle-management learning (KL) and manual profession learning (BL) 
b = From 1999, MAVO became a learning path within VMBO, divided into levels oriented toward theoretical learning (TL) and mixed manual and theoretical learning (GL) 
Abbrevations. PE = Primary education, LBO = Lower vocational education, MAVO = lower general secondary education, HAVO = higher general secondary education, 
VW O = pre-university education
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secondary education increased somewhat in higher general secondary education (HAVO). 
In the oldest cohort almost 13 per cent moved to a lower track, compared to almost 16 
per cent in the youngest cohort. The increase in pupils moving downwards is more 
pronounced in pre-university education (VWO). In the oldest cohort, 20 per cent of the 
pupils ultimately continued in a lower level of schooling, while in the youngest cohort this 
is almost 27 per cent. Finally, the proportion of pupils in higher general secondary 
education (HAVO) who left this educational type without a diploma remained rather 
stable. Regarding the pupils in pre-university education (VW O), the proportion of 
premature school-leavers is clearly smaller in the youngest cohort than in the two older 
cohorts.
Within the group of premature school-leavers, we can distinguish three groups: (1) 
students leaving school due to a residential move, a long illness/death, dissatisfaction with 
the study programme or other unknown circumstance; (2) those who quit school to 
work/look for work or had no interest in learning; and (3) pupils who proceeded without 
a secondary school diploma to intermediate vocational education (MBO). In all likelihood, 
many of this first group do attain a diploma in secondary education later and continue on 
to intermediate or higher education. This likelihood is almost zero for the second group, 
though the vast majority enters day release or on-the-job training by which they do not 
totally disappear from the educational system. Many as yet attain a ‘basic qualification’, 
defined as the minimum level of schooling a person must have to perform skilled work in 
the labour market. In the Netherlands, this is considered to be the successful completion 
of HAVO, VW O  or post-secondary school vocational education (MBO), level two. The 
third group applies a Dutch rule that allows HAVO and VW O  pupils who have completed 
the third school year to continue on to intermediate vocational education (MBO).15 We 
disregard HAVO students who moved upwards in secondary education, as this group is 
rather small in all three cohorts (2.5 per cent, 1.3 per cent and 3.6 per cent, respectively).
We test the hypothesis that children from high socio-economic backgrounds prefer 
to repeat a grade rather than enrol in a lower track in two ways. First, we determine the 
influence of social background on the students’ choices in the school years that they 
performed insufficiently to move on to the next grade level. Here, we make use of the 
constructed ‘pupil-year’ files. In the second test, we examine whether high-status children 
have a larger probability of graduating from the higher secondary track with delay instead 
of enrolling in a lower track, compared to children from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds.
15 In our data, a small number of HAVO and VWO pupils proceeded without diploma to tertiary 
education, an out-of-the-ordinary transition in the Dutch educational system. In the Netherlands, 
individuals aged 2 1 or older without eligibility to enter tertiary education can gain access to this 
educational level by passing a special entrance exam (colloquium doctum). Since the pupils in our 




4.3.3 Measurements: Independent variables
The parental social background is the most important independent variable in this study 
and is determined by the parental educational level. Previous Dutch studies on educational 
inequality demonstrate parental education to be the most important and enduring 
predictor of educational outcomes (Bakker and Cremers, 1994; De Graaf and 
Ganzeboom, 1993), much more important than parental occupational status or class. 
Parental education is based on the educational level obtained by the highest educated 
parent. The educational categories used in the data sets are (1) lower education (LO); (2) 
lower secondary education (LBO or MAVO); (3) higher secondary education (HAVO, 
VW O  or MBO); (4) higher vocational education (HBO); (5) university (WO). This ordinal 
variable is transformed into an interval variable based on the number of years it takes to 
successfully finish the educational type: lower education = 6; lower secondary education = 
10; higher secondary education = 12; higher vocational education = 15; and university = 
17.
Children’s academic performance is based on the score on a scholastic aptitude test 
consisting of verbal and mathematical components and taken in the first months of 
secondary school. The school tests were identical across cohorts, and can be viewed as an 
abbreviated version of the standardized final examination taken at the end of primary 
school (the C ITO  test) (Hustinx, Kuyper, Van der W erf & Zijsling, 2005). The absolute 
test scores were transformed into percentile scores, ranging from 0 to 1. A  score of 0.9 
indicates that the pupil performed better than 90 per cent of the pupils in his or her 
cohort. Furthermore, in our models we control for gender (boy = 0; girl = 1), for ethnicity 
(using the dummy indicator native = 0; non-western immigrant = 1) and for the degree o f 
urbanization o f a pupils’ place o f residence (non-urban = 0; highly urban = 4). Note that 
migration status is not a perfect indicator of ethnicity, as some ethnic minorities are not 
recent immigrants. However, first and second generation immigrants from non-western 
countries, primarily from Morocco and Turkey, are the most disadvantaged ethnic 
minority groups in the Netherlands. Inclusion of this indicator is deemed to have analytical 
value since it ensures the effect of parental education is (less) biased by the effect of 
ethnicity than in a model that does not control for ethnicity. The urbanization score is the 
standard classification provided by Statistics Netherlands. The lower part of Table 4.1 
presents the descriptive statistics of the independent variables per cohort and type of 
higher secondary education.
4.4 Results
We tested our hypotheses by a series of multinomial logistic regression models. The 
tables present the estimated parameters and accompanying standard errors.
4.4.1 Non-promotion or enrolment in a lower track?
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The expectation that high-status children are more likely than low-status children to 
repeat a year instead of enrolling in a lower level of schooling was examined in two ways. 
First, we analysed the association between parental educational level and the competing 
educational events for HAVO and VW O  pupils separately. Table 4.2 (H A VO )16 and Table
4.3 (VW O) show that given poor academic performance, children with highly educated 
parents are more likely to repeat a grade rather than enrol in a lower track compared to 
children with low-educated parents. In cohort 1993, the odds ratio of enrolling in a lower 
level instead of non-promotion is more than 42 per cent less for HAVO pupils with the 
highest educated parents than for HAVO pupils with the lowest educated parents (1 -  e  
005*ii)); for VW O  pupils, this odds ratio is about 54 per cent less when parents had 
completed the highest educational level (1 -  e(-007*ll)). Social background clearly 
significantly impacts this educational choice within these two higher tracks of secondary 
education, which corroborates our first hypothesis. We found no support for our second 
hypothesis, which states that the influence of social background on the choice between 
non-promotion and enrolling in a lower track is stronger for HAVO pupils than for VW O  
pupils. Thus, the educational type in which pupils would end up as the consequence of a 
downward transition plays no role in parental decision making. Apparently, irregardless of 
the level of the lower educational type, enrolment in a lower track is perceived as an 
event that should always be avoided. Interestingly, the introduction of pre-vocational 
secondary education (VMBO) in 1999 did not increase the impact of having highly 
educated parents when enrolment in this educational type is threatened. This finding is 
obviously out of line with hypothesis 3. In this regard, it is also striking that neither in 
higher general secondary education (HAVO) nor in pre-university education (VW O) has 
the influence of parental education on the choice between non-promotion or enrolling in 
a lower track changed over time. 17
Children with the highest educated parents are relatively more likely to repeat a 
year rather than enrol in a lower level of schooling (Tables 4.2 and 4.3). For higher general 
secondary education (HAVO), there is also some evidence that these children are more 
likely to be promoted than children from socially disadvantaged backgrounds. Apparently, 
at this level of secondary school, children from higher social backgrounds benefit in 
multiple ways. First, regarding academic performance, children of highly educated parents
16 Table 4.2 does not present the results regarding the choice between moving upwards and non­
promotion.
17 To test whether the effects significantly differ between cohort 1989 and cohort 1993, we 
constructed interaction terms between cohort and parental education, gender, ethnicity and 
academic performance. We could not employ the same procedure to test for significance of the 
differences in effects between cohort 1989 and cohort 1999 and between cohort 1993 and cohort 
1999 because the analyses for cohort 1999 were performed on site at Statistics Netherlands. To 
learn whether these effects significantly differ, we used T-tests, assuming no covariance between the 
samples. The number of cases is large enough to make this assumption. We also carried out a 
control. The results of the interaction terms regarding cohort 1989 and cohort 1993 are similar to 
those of the performed T-tests.
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move on relatively more often to the next grade in higher general secondary education 
(HAVO). Second, when the chosen type of education turns out to be too demanding, 
these children tend more to repeat a year, which gives them a new chance to succeed at 
the HAVO level. For VW O  students, this double advantage is present only in cohort 
1993.
The effects of the control variables are generally in the expected direction. We 
observe however a remarkable negative influence of ethnicity on enrolling in a lower 
track. Though lower status groups are likely to object less to a downward move in the 
system, students with an immigrant background are relatively more likely to experience
Table 4.2 Multinomial logistic regression analysis on competing events HAVO





'99b se b se b se
Non-promotion (= Ref.)
Enrolment in a lower track
Intercept 3.22 ** 0.43 4.04** 0.44 4 17** 0,35
Parental education (6-17) -0.07 ** 0 .0 2 -0.05 * 0 .0 2 -0.06 ** 0 ,0 2
Immigrant (0-1) -0.40 0.36 -0.18 0.30 -0.62 ** 0,21
Girl (0-1) -0 .1 0 0.13 0.06 0.11 0 .2 2 * 0 ,1 0
Urbanization degree (0-4) -0 .0 8 0.05 0.01 0.05 -0.14** 0,04 *
Performance (0-1) -0.51 0.32 -0.90 ** 0.30 -0 .8 8 ** 0,25
School year (2-5) - 1.02  ** 0.07 -|.|9 ** 0.06 -1.17** 0,06
Successful transition
Intercept 2.39 ** 0 .2 2 2.90 ** 0.25 2 .6 6 ** 0,21
Parental education (6-17) 0 .0 0 0.01 0.03 * 0.01 0 .0 2 * 0,01
Immigrant (0-1) -0.40 * 0.19 -0.01 0.17 -0.39** 0,11
Girl (0-1) 0.16 ** 0.06 0.24 ** 0.06 0 .2 0  ** 0,06
Urbanization degree (0-4) -0.03 0 .0 2 -0.01 0.03 -0 . 1 0 ** 0 ,0 2 * *
Performance (0-1) 0.70 ** 0.16 0.67 ** 0.17 0.36* 0,15
School year (2-5) -0.29 ** 0.03 -0.49 ** 0.03 -0.24** 0,03 ** **
Leaving secondary education
Intercept -2  4| ** 0.45 - 1.01 * 0.44 -0 .8 6 * 0,36 * **
Parental education (6-17) -0.03 0 .0 2 -0.03 0 .0 2 -0 .0 2 0 ,0 2
Immigrant (0-1) 0.04 0.35 0.07 0.27 -0 .0 2 0,18
Girl (0-1) -0.04 0 .1 2 0.07 0.11 0 .2 2 * 0 ,1 0
Urbanization degree (0-4) 0.01 0.05 0.06 0.05 0.07 0,04
Performance (0-1) -0.15 0.32 -0.78** 0.30 -0.38 0,26
School year (2-5) 0.40 ** 0.06 0.18** 0.05 0.04 0,05 ** **
Nagelkerke R2 0.07 0 .1 0 0.07
Chi2 585.54 ** 8 6 6 . 1 2 ** 824.87**
Df 24 24 24
N 10,346 1 1,838 15,195
** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05 Source: VOCL (1989, 1993, 1999)
86
Social background and the choice between non-promotion and enrolment in a lower track
Table 4.3 Multinomial logistic regression analysis on competing events VWO





'99b se b se b se
Non-promotion (= Ref.)
Enrolment in a lower track
Intercept 3.68 ** 0.41 4.51 ** 0.43 4.03 ** 0.40
Parental education (6-17) -0.05 * 0 .0 2 -0.07** 0 .0 2 -0.04* 0 .0 2
Immigrant (0-1) -0.35 0.30 - 1.0 1 ** 0.27 -0.57* 0.24
Girl (0-1) 0.54 ** 0 .11 0.52** 0 .1 0 0.34** 0 .1 0
Urbanization degree (0-4) -0.19 ** 0.05 -0.14** 0.05 -0 . 1 2 ** 0.04
Performance (0-1) - l 2 2  ** 0.32 - 1.0 2 ** 0.35 -1.23** 0.30
School year (2-6) -0.58 ** 0.04 -0 .6 6  ** 0.04 -0.53 ** 0.04 *
Successful transition
Intercept 2.28 ** 0.29 3.06 ** 0.33 3.08** 0.34
Parental education (6-17) 0.01 0.01 0.04 ** 0 .0 2 0.01 0 .0 2
Immigrant (0-1) -0.45 * 0 .2 0 -0.47** 0.17 -0.48 ** 0.18
Girl (0-1) 0.37 ** 0.07 0.44 ** 0.07 0.30** 0.08
Urbanization degree (0-4) 0 .0 0 0.03 -0.14** 0.04 -0.08 ** 0.03 **
Performance (0-1) 1.69 ** 0.23 1.75** 0.27 1.08** 0.26
School year (2-6) -0.32 ** 0.03 -0.49 ** 0.03 -0 .21  ** 0.03 ** ** **
Leaving secondary education
Intercept -2.25 ** 0.58 -1.95** 0.61 0 .2 2 0.56
Parental education (6-17) 0.01 0.03 -0.01 0.03 -0.05 0.03
Immigrant (0-1) -0.13 0.39 0 .2 0 0.28 0.14 0.30
Girl (0-1) 0.37 ** 0.15 0.17 0.14 0 .2 0 0.15
Urbanization degree (0-4) 0 .0 7 0.07 0.08 0.07 0.01 0.06
Performance (0-1) -0.65 0.43 -0.48 0.48 -0.59 0.44
School year (2-6) 0.23 ** 0.06 0.24** 0.06 -0.04 0.05 ** **
Nagelkerke R2 0 .0 8 0 .1 0 0.05
Chi2 659.38 ** 964.45 ** 558.59**
Df 18 18 18
N 13,381 14,868 18,231
** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05 Source: VOCL (1989, 1993, 1999)
non-promotion when school results are unsatisfactory. A  possible explanation for this 
unexpected finding is that the students concerned are a select group of ambitious 
immigrant pupils. After successfully gaining entrance to a higher level of secondary 
education, they do not give up easily when school results are disappointing. Also 
important to note is that uneducated migrant parents may have more intellectual 
resources than uneducated native parents, because migrants have had less educational 
opportunity.
As expected, children’s academic performance level has mainly a positive effect on 
the educational choices made in higher track secondary education. High-performance
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children are less likely to move downwards to a lower track (compared to non­
promotion) than children who perform poorly. Note here that the control for academic 
performance becomes less relevant as education progresses. Throughout secondary 
school pupils are reassessed and eventually end up in the track that best fits their 
performance and talents. The performance level in the various tracks therefore becomes 
increasingly homogeneous.
The models furthermore show that the likelihood of enrolling in a lower schooling 
level as well as the likelihood of being promoted (compared to non-promotion) decreases 
with each subsequent school year. Apparently, non-promotion in the early years of 
secondary education is quite unusual, in contrast to the later schooling years when non­
promotion frequently occurs. The perception of an increasing investment in the current 
track of secondary education probably accounts for the larger non-promotion risk at the 
end of secondary schooling. However, the probability of leaving secondary education 
prematurely instead of non-promotion also greatly increases from year to year. Indeed, as 
noted earlier, some pupils do not succeed in completing higher general secondary 
education (HAVO) or pre-university education (VW O ) for a variety of reasons. At a given 
point they throw in the towel, leaving secondary school and enrolling in a lower vocational 
study programme (MBO). The fact that Dutch children are obliged to attend school until 
the age of sixteen offers an additional explanation for the positive effect of school year.
4.4.2 Leaving higher track secondary education
In the second test, we take a closer look at the relationship between parental educational 
level and how pupils leave higher general secondary education (HAVO) or pre-university 
education (VWO). Our general expectation is that students with highly educated parents 
are more likely to graduate with delay instead of enrolling in a lower track than pupils with 
low-educated parents. The results in Table 4.418 and Table 4.5 corroborate this 
expectation, by which our first hypothesis again finds support. The parental educational 
level has a negative influence on the likelihood of enrolling in a lower level of schooling 
instead of graduating with delay. In cohort 1999 for instance, for HAVO pupils with the 
highest educated parents the odds ratio of enrolling in a lower track instead of graduating 
with delay is more than 58 per cent less than for HAVO pupils with the lowest educated 
parents (1 -  e(-008*ll)). For VW O  pupils with the highest educated parents this odds ratio is 
more than 48 per cent less than for VW O  pupils with the lowest educated parents (1 -  e(- 
006*ll)). Regarding the influence of parental education on the odds ratio of enrolling in a 
lower track instead of graduating with delay, we find few differences between HAVO and 
VW O  pupils. We expected that highly educated parents with children in higher general 
secondary education (HAVO) would be more likely to avoid enrolment in a lower track 
because of the deterrent effect of the lower general secondary level (which does not grant
l8 Table 4.4 does not present the results regarding the choice between moving upwards and 
graduating with delay.
88
Social background and the choice between non-promotion and enrolment in a lower track
direct access to tertiary education) (hypothesis 2). For this we found no support. 
Moreover, the introduction of pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO) did not 
increase the magnitude of the social background effect, which contradicts our third 
hypothesis.^
Our prior analyses demonstrated a positive association between parental education 
and the likelihood of making a successful transition instead of repeating a year, indicating 
the beneficial impact of social background on children’s schooling. However, in Table 4.4 
and 4.5, we find little evidence that children with highly educated parents are less likely to 
have a secondary educational career without delay than children with low-educated
Table 4.4 Multinomial logistic regression analysis on leaving HAVO
1989 1993 l999 '89- '89- '93-
b se b se b se 9 3  9 9  9 9
Diploma with delay (= Ref.)
Enrolment in a lower track
Intercept 0.81 * 0.41 l .l 8  ** 0.44 l .52 ** 0.32
Parental education (6-17) -0.08 ** 0.03 -0.07 ** 0.03 -0.08 ** 0 .0 2
Immigrant (0-l) -0 . l 0 0.39 0.23 0.34 -0.51 * 0.23
Girl (0-l) -0.23 0 .13 -0.06 0 .l 2 0.07 0 . l 0
Urbanization degree (0-4) -0.05 0.05 0.04 0.05 -0.04 0.04
Performance (0-l) -0.92 ** 0.34 - 1 4 9  ** 0.32 - l 2 4  ** 0.27
Diploma without delay
Intercept -0.89 ** 0.32 -0 .8 6 ** 0.35 0. l4 0.27 ** *
Parental education (6-17) 0 .0 0 0 .0 2 0.04 0 .0 2 0.03 0 .0 2
Immigrant (0-l) -0.69 0.39 0.53 0.29 -0.48 ** 0  l9 * **
Girl (0-l) 0 .2 3  * 0 . l 0 0.3l ** 0.09 0 . 2 1 ** 0.08
Urbanization degree (0-4) -0 .0 l 0.04 0 .0 l 0.04 -0.06 0.03
Performance (0-l) l.23 ** 0.27 0.77 ** 0.27 0.55 ** 0 .2 2
Leaving secondary education
Intercept -0 .2 0 0.41 0.51 0.44 -0.13 0.35
Parental education (6-17) -0.04 0.03 -0.04 0.03 -0.03 0 .0 2
Immigrant (0-l) 0 .2 3 0.40 0.52 0.32 0 .13 0 .2 0
Girl (0-l) -0.07 0. l3 0 .0 0 0 . 12 0 .18 0 . l l
Urbanization degree (0-4) 0 .0 3 0.05 0.07 0.05 0.l4 ** 0.04
Performance (0-l) -0.44 0.34 - l. l  l ** 0.32 -0.46 0.28
Nagelkerke R2 0.05 0.05 0.05
Chi2 12 2 .8 6  ** 138.88** 2 13.22**
Df 2 0 2 0 2 0
N 2,55l 3,024 4 ,170
** p < 0.0l; * p < 0.05 Source: VOCL (l 989, 1993, 1999)
l9 See Note 16.
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Table 4.5 Multinomial logistic regression analysis on leaving VWO





'99b se b se b se
Diploma with delay (= Ref.)
Enrolment in a lower track
Intercept 2.87 ** 0.46 2  9 4  ** 0.48 3.3 l ** 0.44
Parental education (6-17) -0.05 * 0 .0 2 -0.09 ** 0 .0 2 -0.06 ** 0 .0 2
Immigrant (0-l) -0 .l l 0.36 -0.73 * 0.32 -0 .2 2 0.30
Girl (0-l) 0.48 ** 0 . l 2 0.36 ** 0 . l 2 0. l9 0 . 12
Urbanization degree (0-4) -0 . 2 1 ** 0.05 -0.08 0.05 -0 . l 0 * 0.04
Performance (0-l) -2  19 ** 0.39 -l .65 ** 0.41 -l.69** 0.36
Diploma without delay
Intercept - 1.40 ** 0.44 - 1.85 ** 0.48 0.83* 0.43 ** **
Parental education (6-17) 0 . 0 1 0 .0 2 0.06 ** 0 .0 2 0 .0 0 0 .0 2
Immigrant (0-l) -0.41 0.33 -0.53 0.29 -0.36 0.29
Girl (0-l) 0.41 ** 0 . l 0 0.42 ** 0 . l 0 0 .2 2 * 0 .l l
Urbanization degree (0-4) 0 .0 l 0.05 -0.l4** 0.05 -0 . l 0 * 0.04 *
Performance (0-l) 2  4 1 ** 0.39 2.82 ** 0.41 l.36** 0.35 * **
Leaving secondary education
Intercept -0.31 0.58 -0.30 0.62 l .30* 0.57 *
Parental education (6-17) 0 . 0 1 0.03 -0 .0 2 0.03 -0.08 ** 0.03 *
Immigrant (0-l) 0.07 0.44 0.52 0.32 0.48 0.35
Girl (0-l) 0.37 * 0. l5 0.06 0. l5 0.08 0.16
Urbanization degree (0-4) 0.07 0.07 0 . l 2 0.07 0 .0 0 0.06
Performance (0-l) - l. l3  * 0.49 -0.45 0.54 -0.98* 0.48
Nagelkerke R2 0. l l 
Chi'2 301.51 ** 
Df 15 
N 2,864
0 . l 2  







** p < 0.0l; * p < 0.05 Source: VOCL (l 989, 1993, l 999)
parents. Only in cohort 1993 did we observe a higher odds ratio (almost double) for 
graduating without delay instead of graduating with delay for VW O  pupils with the highest 
educated parents compared to VW O  pupils with the lowest educated parents (e(006*ll)). 
The only confirmation that social background is of importance for leaving secondary 
education prematurely is found for VW O  pupils in cohort l999. The odds ratio of leaving 
secondary education without diploma instead of graduating with delay is more than 58 per 
cent less for VW O  pupils with the highest educated parents compared to VW O  pupils 
with the lowest educated parents (l - e(-008*ll)).
4.5 C o nclusio n  and discussion
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Much prior research on educational careers interprets non-promotion as a harmful event 
for the subsequent educational career. The present study argues that in highly tracked 
educational systems, as in the Netherlands, non-promotion might not always be perceived 
as an unfavourable option for under-achieving children. It might offer an attractive 
alternative to the more rigorous option of enrolling in a lower track of secondary 
education. In their efforts to achieve a high final educational level for their children, it is 
likely that particularly high-status parents will choose non-promotion over enrolment in a 
lower schooling level. This study investigated the influence of social background on the 
choice between non-promotion and enrolling in a lower track in the two highest levels of 
Dutch secondary education (HAVO and VW O), comparing three cohorts of Dutch pupils. 
In particular, we looked at changes in the influence of social background since the 
introduction in l999 of the unpopular pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO).
Our results show that children with highly educated parents are more likely to 
succeed in finishing higher secondary education than their peers with low-educated 
parents. The odds ratio of enrolling in a lower track instead of non-promotion is much 
smaller for children with highly educated parents than for children with low-educated 
parents, even when controlling for differences in academic performance. Highly educated 
parents thus appear to have a clear preference for non-promotion over a downward 
move, more so than their low-educated counterparts. A  similar result is found when we 
look at the way students leave higher secondary education: the relative odds of enrolling 
in a lower track compared to graduating with delay is less for children with highly 
educated parents than for children with low-educated parents. As such, high-status 
parents maintain their offspring in the higher levels of secondary education, by which the 
transition to tertiary education is a logical next step and the chance to secure a higher 
economic position in the labour market increases.
Our finding that the influence of social background is similar for HAVO and VW O 
pupils contradicts our expectation. Apparently, highly educated parents always prefer to 
avoid a downward move in secondary education, irregardless of the educational type in 
which the student would end up as the consequence of this transition. Furthermore, our 
results show that the introduction of pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO) had 
not, by l999, strengthened the influence of social background. Surprisingly, the negative 
image of this new educational type did not lead to greater interference by highly educated 
parents to prevent their children from moving downward in the secondary education 
system, compared to the pre-reform days. A  possible (post hoc) explanation for the lack 
of this ‘VMBO effect’ is that in the earliest stage of pre-vocational secondary education 
(VMBO), parents were probably less pessimistic and frightened of this educational type. 
Some time after its introduction, the negative reporting and unsympathetic commentary 
from both parents and educators led to our youngest cohort being slightly affected by it. 
Whether the ‘VMBO effect’ played a larger part in the educational decisions of more 
recent cohorts is a subject for future research.
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The fact that individuals from socially advantaged backgrounds tend to choose non­
promotion over enrolment in a lower track more than low-status individuals increases the 
inequality in final educational attainment. Because low-status parents have less objection to 
their children making the transition to a lower track of secondary school, their children 
tend to attain a lower final level of schooling than children from high socio-economic 
backgrounds. In order to reduce social inequality at this point, schools might possibly play 
a more active and decisive role when academic performance is unsatisfactory. As they are 
presumably well able to assess pupils’ capacities and talents, perhaps better than parents, 
they may help under-achieving pupils to make the appropriate choice: Is repeating a year a 
sufficient measure? O r will the pupil be likely to again encounter difficulties, meaning that 
enrolment in a lower track is necessary? Currently, given poor academic performance, 
children from low-educated parents in particular are tempted to opt for a downward 
transition in secondary education. It is plausible that the expectations of the child’s social 
environment (parents, family and neighbours) play a key role in this decision. Schools may 
also join in to reason that a particular educational level was aimed too high for a low- 
status student. This may cause an unnecessarily high number of low-status pupils to 
experience downward movements in Dutch secondary education. In addition, as low- 
educated parents are less familiar with the culture and curriculum of higher educational 
levels, they might be less likely than highly educated parents to disregard the advice they 
are given by educators about their children’s educational career.
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The primary and secondary effects of social background on 
higher secondary school success*
5.l Introduction
In most industrialized countries, the effects of social background on educational 
attainment are most pervasive at the beginning of the educational career, favouring 
children from more privileged socio-economic milieus (Mare, 1980, 1981 ; Shavit & 
Blossfeld, l993). In the Netherlands too, social selection is most evident in the transition 
from primary to secondary education (De Graaf & Ganzeboom, l993). Dutch educational 
research shows that high-status children proceed to higher levels of secondary education 
more often than low-status children (Bakker & Cremers, l994; Kloosterman, Ruiter, De 
Graaf & Kraaykamp, 2009). The choice for a particular track of secondary school, 
however, does not imply that a diploma will be obtained at that level, or that no higher or 
lower level of secondary schooling will be completed. The tracked nature of the Dutch 
school system allows pupils to reconsider educational decisions, to make detours and to 
‘stack’ various educational levels (De Graaf & Ganzeboom, 1993). Thus, pupils who initially 
enrolled in a lower track after primary school are still eligible to obtain a diploma from a 
higher track of secondary education, since they are allowed to move upwards. By the 
same token, pupils who entered a higher track of secondary education do not always 
obtain a diploma at that level. If the higher track turns out to be too demanding, pupils 
may decide in consultation with their parents and school councillors to change to a lower 
track. Some pupils may fail to obtain any secondary school diploma as they decide to 
prematurely leave the educational system. Prior research shows that these transitions and 
choices within secondary education heavily depend on pupils’ socio-economic background 
(Jacob & Tieben, 2009; Kloosterman & De Graaf, 2009).
As a diploma of higher track secondary education provides entrance to the 
prestigious institutions of tertiary education, it is of great importance to examine the 
relationship between social background and the likelihood of obtaining such a diploma. 
Obviously, this relationship is largely based on social inequality in initial secondary school 
choice; but in the tracked educational system of the Netherlands, social background- 
related decisions within secondary education also play a major role (Tieben & Wolbers, 
2010). To increase our knowledge of social selection within secondary schooling and its 
consequences, this chapter focuses on social inequality in higher secondary school success, 
conditional on initial track placement. This inequality is generated, firstly, by social 
differentiation in the likelihood of upward mobility for children initially enrolled in a lower
* Gerbert Kraaykamp and Stijn Ruiter are co-authors.
93
Chapter 5
track of secondary education and, secondly, by social differentiation in the likelihood of 
downward mobility for those initially enrolled in a higher track. W e consider both 
processes separately to find out who succeeds and who fails in obtaining a higher 
secondary school diploma. Furthermore, comparing four cohorts of pupils, ranging from 
l977 to l999, enables us to examine trends in the effects of social background on the 
likelihood of obtaining a diploma of higher track secondary education. Hence, the first two 
research questions addressed here are as follows: To what extent do social background 
differences exist in obtaining a diploma from higher track secondary education, given the 
initial track placement after prim ary school? And, To what extent have these effects o f 
social background changed over time?
To gain insight into how social background differences affect secondary school 
success, we consider both primary and secondary effects of social background (Boudon, 
l974), as prior studies have done (Erikson, 2007; Erikson et al., 2005; Erikson & Jonsson, 
l996; Jackson et al., 2007; Kloosterman, Ruiter, De Graaf & Kraaykamp, 2009). Primary 
effects are the differences in children’s academic performance due to genetic and social 
environmental conditions (e.g. socio-economic and socio-cultural environment) in the 
family of origin. Since high-status parents have more extensive access to economic, 
cultural and social resources than parents from less favourable social backgrounds, they 
are more capable of and competent to positively affect their children’s academic 
performance. The secondary effects of social background involve the educational choices 
made, given a certain level of performance; that is, high-status children tend on average to 
take up more ambitious educational options than less advantaged children, even at equal 
levels of performance.
Chapter 3 showed that both primary and secondary effects account for social 
inequality in the transition from primary school to higher track secondary education, 
though primary effects appeared to be more dominant. Both primary and secondary 
effects will likely also have an impact at subsequent stages of the educational career; 
however, the relative balance between both types of effects might differ throughout 
children’s schooling. For Stockholm, Erikson (2007) demonstrated that the relative weight 
of the secondary effects in the transition to upper secondary education was around 5l per 
cent in l969 and around 42 per cent in l990, whereas in the transition to university this 
relative share was around 67 per cent in l973 and around 72 per cent in 1983. Thus, the 
relevance of secondary effects in explaining social inequality appears to increase across 
successive educational transitions. The current study assesses the relative weight of the 
primary and secondary effects with respect to higher secondary school success, and 
changes therein over time for the Netherlands. This will show whether secondary effects 
rather than primary effects are responsible for social differentiation at more advanced 
stages of the Dutch educational system. Additionally, it provides valuable insights into how 
social inequality at the end of secondary education comes about in Dutch society. Thus, 
the final two research questions read: To what extent are prim ary and secondary effects
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o f social background important in obtaining a diploma from higher track secondary 
education, given the initial track placement after prim ary schooi? And, To what extent has 
the relative weight o f these effects changed over time? In order to analyse this, we apply 
counterfactual analyses as proposed by Erikson et al. (2005).
5.2 Theoretical fram ework
5.2.l Social inequality in higher secondary school success
Despite our modern-day educational expansion, high-status children are still much more 
likely than low-status children to enter higher track secondary education after leaving 
primary school (Bakker & Cremers, 1994; Kloosterman, Ruiter, De Graaf & Kraaykamp, 
2009). In all likelihood, there is also a relationship between social background and the 
successful completion of this higher track. This relationship could come about through 
both primary and secondary effects. In the following we concentrate on these effects and 
their relative importance in explaining higher secondary school success.
Of course, success at secondary school is to a great extent determined by children’s 
performance level. Because of this, most parents stimulate and improve their children’s 
academic achievement. As parents from high socio-economic backgrounds generally 
possess other and more advantageous resources than parents from low socio-economic 
strata, the former are in a better position to enhance the academic performance of their 
offspring. According to Mare (l98 l), social background differences in children’s academic 
performance, or in Boudon’s terminology ‘primary effects’, are predominantly present in 
the early stages of a child’s educational career when selection has not yet taken place. 
Selection after primary schooling, at about age twelve in the Netherlands, means that 
pupils with more or less similar academic capabilities and talents enrol in the same 
educational tracks. Therefore, social differentiation in performance within these tracks is 
relatively small and presumably diminishes further as education continues. This reasoning 
is in line with the argument of Boudon ( 1974) that primary effects ‘die out’ with later 
educational transitions, as social background differences in school performance fade away. 
So, primary effects are expected to account for only a limited part of the social 
differentiation in success in higher track secondary education.
Tracking leads to increased homogenization in terms of academic performance, but 
likely also in terms of aspirations and ambitions (Mare, l98l), by which ‘secondary effects’ 
(i.e. social differentiation in educational choices, given a child’s performance) should 
decrease throughout schooling. However, as children’s motivation and ambitions do not 
serve as official selection criteria in the Dutch educational system, in contrast to children’s 
academic performance, we could expect more variation in these individual characteristics 
at higher levels of education. Therefore, secondary effects could account for the largest 
part of social inequality in completing higher track secondary education.
Rational choice approaches have often been used to understand the secondary
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effects of social background with regard to educational success. They assert that pupils 
and their parents generally base their decisions on their perceptions of the costs, risks and 
benefits of the different educational alternatives, which differ among social status groups 
(Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997; Goldthorpe, 1996). If higher track secondary education turns 
out to be too demanding, pupils must decide in consultation with their parents and school 
councillors whether they should take a step downwards in the system or repeat a year, 
which is the less rigorous alternative. Pupils who entered lower track secondary education 
after primary school face a similar decision if the chosen educational track proves 
insufficiently challenging. They must decide whether to continue in the lower track or 
move upwards to a higher level of secondary education. Rational considerations will lead 
children from high-status families to choose to repeat a year rather than to enrol in a 
lower track (Kloosterman & De Graaf, 2009), and they are also more likely to move 
upwards instead of continuing in a lower track compared to children from low-status 
families. The relatively higher costs of repeating a year and moving upwards are probably 
not the main reason for the less ambitious educational choices of low-status families, as 
the costs of secondary schooling declined considerably in the Netherlands from 1985 
onwards.
Rather, the perceived risk of failure in higher secondary education provides a better 
explanation for preferences to differ according to social background. Their unfamiliarity 
with the curriculum and culture of higher education likely makes low-status parents to 
perceive a greater risk of failure in the higher levels of secondary education than high­
status parents. This heightened perception of risk leads low-status parents to prefer their 
children to change to or remain in the lower track. Another explanation for social 
differentiation in educational decisions lies in the perceived benefits of a diploma from 
higher secondary education. All status groups are aware that a diploma is necessary to 
obtain and maintain an occupational position and that most high-status occupations are 
held by the highest educated. From this, one would expect all individuals, regardless of 
their social stratum, to opt to remain in or move upwards to a higher track. However, 
Breen and Goldthorpe (l997) argue in their relative risk aversion thesis that the perceived 
benefits of higher education are still larger for high-status strata than for low-status strata. 
W ith a view to status maintenance, parents from all socio-economic backgrounds wish 
and encourage their children to attain a social position that is commensurate to their own. 
This implies that high-status children tend to make more risky and ambitious educational 
decisions, increasing their chance of obtaining a high-status occupational position. Because 
low-status children do not need a high-status occupation to prevent social demotion, they 
make less ambitious decisions during their educational career. Children from high-status 
backgrounds are therefore more likely to remain or enrol in a higher track than low- 
status children. From this reasoning, we expect that, independent of initial track 
placement, high-status children are more likely to obtain a diploma from higher track 
secondary education than low-status children (Hypothesis /) and that secondary effects
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account for a greater part of this social inequality than primary effects (Hypothesis 2).
5.2.2 Changes in social inequality in higher secondary school success
Next, we consider historical changes in the total effect of socio-economic background, as 
well as in the primary and in the secondary effects, on successful completion of higher 
secondary schooling. Combining our expectations on trends in the primary and secondary 
effects, we derive hypotheses on the development of the relative importance of these 
effects over time.
First, we focus on pupils who opted for higher track secondary education after 
leaving primary school. Chapter 3 showed that between school entry cohorts l977 and 
l993, enrolment in the higher track remained virtually stable among all social strata. In 
cohort 1999, however, the choice for higher track secondary education became more 
popular for all social layers compared to previous cohorts. Following Mare ( 1981 ; Rijken,
1999), this expansion of education led to a more heterogeneous group of pupils being 
eligible to obtain a higher secondary school outcome. Not only do the brightest, most 
ambitious and motivated make the transition to higher track secondary education, but also 
children who are less talented and motivated try their luck by entering the higher level of 
secondary schooling. As these individual characteristics are correlated with socio­
economic background, social differentiation in higher secondary school success is 
expected to have increased between school entry cohorts l993 and l999 (Hypothesis 3). 
Additionally, the increased heterogeneity in pupils’ individual characteristics between 
cohort l993 and cohort l999 leads us to expect increasing primary effects (Hypothesis 
4a) but also increasing secondary effects (Hypothesis 4b) on the likelihood of obtaining a 
higher secondary school diploma. However, as discussed earlier, children’s academic 
performance serves as the key selection criterion in admission to higher track secondary 
education in the Netherlands, whereas children’s motivation and ambitions are less 
decisive factors. Therefore, the increase in the variation of children’s performance will be 
smaller than that of children’s motivation and ambitions, leading to relatively stronger 
secondary effects. Hence, secondary effects should have accounted for a greater part of 
social equality in obtaining a diploma from higher track secondary education between 
cohort l993 and cohort l999 (Hypothesis 5).
Next, we shift our attention to the children who entered lower track secondary 
education after completing primary school. It is self-evident that when enrolment rates in 
higher track secondary education increase, as was the case between cohorts 1993 and 
l999, ever fewer pupils from all socio-economic backgrounds enter the lower track. This 
leads to an increasingly homogenous group of lower track pupils, containing the less 
bright, less motivated and less ambitious children. The correlation between social 
background and children’s individual skills will decrease as a result of this rising 
homogeneity, by which we expect for children in lower track secondary education, that 
social inequality in obtaining a diploma from a higher track decreased between school
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entry cohorts l993 and l999 (Hypothesis 6). Furthermore, as a result of the increased 
homogeneity in pupils’ performance and ambitions, we expect to find decreasing primary 
(Hypothesis 7a) and secondary effects of social background (Hypothesis 7b) on the 
likelihood of higher secondary school success. As regards the relative importance of these 
effects for pupils in lower track secondary education, we also postulate the opposite of 
what we predicted for pupils in higher track secondary education. Therefore, we expect 
for pupils in lower track secondary education that secondary effects have become less 
important in explaining social inequality in obtaining a diploma from higher track 
secondary education (Hypothesis 8).
5.2.3 Educational reforms and higher secondary school success
Historical changes in social differentiation in higher secondary school success may have 
occurred for institutional reasons as well. In the l990s, Dutch policy aimed to discourage 
detours in education and the stacking of educational levels, to reduce the high costs of 
these alternative routes so as to improve efficiency in education (Bronneman-Helmers, 
Herweijer & Vogels, 2002). W ith the introduction of a standardized basic curriculum for 
secondary education (in Dutch Basisvorming) in 1993, an attempt was undertaken to 
assign pupils as soon as possible to the educational track matching aspirations and 
aptitudes. This reform established a general educational programme in the first years of 
secondary schooling, giving pupils more time to learn where there talents and interests lie. 
When the choice does have to be made, students are expected to enrol in the 
appropriate track, reducing their chances of a downward or upward transition later in 
secondary school. Thus, between school entry cohorts 1989 and 1993, this general 
educational programme can be expected to have reduced social inequality (i.e. both 
primary and secondary effects) in higher secondary school success for those enrolled in 
the lower and higher track (Hypothesis 9).
A second educational reform that might have affected the switching behaviour of 
secondary school pupils is the introduction of pre-vocational secondary education 
(VMBO) in l999. This new type of lower secondary education is the result of a merger 
between lower vocational education (LBO) and lower general education (MAVO). As this 
new educational track quickly acquired a bad reputation, many parents, particularly those 
from the higher socio-economic strata, did, and still do, everything in their power to 
withhold their children from this schooling level. This implies that, more so than in the 
days of the old educational structure, (high-status) parents prefer their children to enrol 
and stay in the higher track of secondary education.
On the other hand, the restructuring of the ‘second phase’ of higher track secondary 
education (i.e. last two years of HAVO and last three years of VW O ) in the same year, 
might have increased the rate of pupils moving down to a lower track. An important 
didactical renewal was the implementation of the so-called ‘study house’ (in Dutch 
Studiehuis), placing considerable emphasis on pupils’ independent or self-regulated
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learning. It is plausible that some pupils were unable to handle the responsibility for their 
own learning, particularly those from the low social strata, prompting them to enrol in the 
lower track of secondary education. Between school entry cohorts l993 and l999, the 
latter two educational reforms might have increased social inequality in higher secondary 
school success among those enrolled in higher track secondary education, in particular the 
secondary effects of social background (Hypothesis 10).
5.3 Data and measurements
5.3.1 Data
To answer our research questions, we analyse data on the complete secondary school 
careers of multiple cohorts of Dutch pupils. In the past decennia, several such cohort 
studies have been initiated by Statistics Netherlands. Our oldest cohort data set is entitled 
‘School Career and Background of Pupils in Secondary Education’ (SMVO) and provides 
data on pupils who made the transition to secondary education in 1977 (N = 37,242). 
Furthermore, we use three subsequent waves of the ‘Cohort Survey of Secondary School 
Pupils’, covering pupils who enrolled in secondary education in l989 (N = l9,524), l993 
(N = 20,33l) and l999 (N = l9,30l).20, 2l The total number of pupils included in these four 
studies is 96,398. The information in each of these data sets on pupils’ educational careers 
is longitudinal, starting with the transition to secondary education. For each successive 
year, pupils’ school type, school year and exam results are available. This information is 
submitted annually by the schools. In the first year of study, pupils take a cognitive test, 
and parents are approached to provide information on background characteristics by 
means of self-completion questionnaires.
5.3.2 Measurements
The dependent variable of interest in this study is obtaining a diploma from higher track 
secondary education. Pupils who obtained a diploma from higher general secondary school 
(HAVO) or pre-university study (VW O ) score (l) on this variable. Otherwise they score
(0).
Pupils’ academic performance is based on an aptitude test score with a verbal and a 
mathematical component. School tests are undertaken in the first months of secondary 
education. From l989 onwards, these tests have been identical and can be seen as a short 
version of the standardized examination taken by pupils at the end of their primary
20 Officially, in cohort 1999, 19,391 pupils were followed from their first year in secondary 
education. Statistics Netherlands (CBS) merged this file with the Municipal Personal Records 
Database (GBA). The link between these data sources was not possible for 90 pupils, whereupon 
Statistics Netherlands decided to remove these pupils from the dataset.




education (the CITO test) (Hustinx et al., 2005). For cohort l977, a comparable verbal 
and mathematical test was administered. W e standardized performance scores using Z 
scores per cohort and initial secondary school track to obtain comparability.22
W e take parental education as an indicator of the social background of the pupil, 
reflected by the educational level of the highest educated parent. Educational categories 
are (l) low educated (primary school or lower secondary education (i.e. LBO or MAVO)), 
(2) middle educated (higher secondary education (i.e. MBO, HAVO or VW O )) and (3) 
high educated (higher vocational education (HBO) or university (W O )). Across cohorts, 
the average parental educational level has risen. In cohort 1977 about l l per cent of 
parents was highly educated, compared to about 27 per cent of the parents in cohort 
l999.
This study distinguishes pupils who entered a lower level of secondary education 
from pupils who enrolled in a higher level of secondary education after completing 
primary school. For this, we constructed variables representing the two groups: enrolled 
in low er track secondary education and enrolled in higher track secondary education. 
Children who opted for lower vocational education (LBO) or lower general education 
(MAVO) constitute the first group. The second group consists of children who enrolled in 
higher general secondary education (HAVO), pre-university education (VW O ), or in an 
orientation class in which these higher types are combined. A relatively large proportion 
of pupils enters an orientation year (or two) after primary school, in which lower and 
higher secondary types are pooled. If pupils entered LBO or MAVO after the orientation 
period, we consider them to have initially enrolled in lower track secondary education. If 
they opted for HAVO or VW O , we consider them pupils who initially entered higher 
track secondary education.
In order to include all information on all pupils in our analyses, we performed a 
multiple imputation procedure. The procedure generates for each missing value several 
simulated values based on the information that is available. This results in several imputed 
data sets without missing values. Analyses are performed on each data set separately, and 
then the average of the estimated parameters is taken. The highest proportion of missing 
values was found on the variable parental education for cohort l993. For l8 per cent of 
the pupils in that cohort, the educational level of the parents is missing. Rubin ( 1987) 
states that even with this many missing values, a limited number of imputations is 
satisfactory to obtain estimates with a relatively high efficiency. W e performed five 
imputations for each cohort. In the imputation procedure, we included not only the
22 There is some debate in the literature on which performance measure is most suited for 
distinguishing primary and secondary effects (Erikson & Rudolphi, 2009; Stocké, 2007). We believe 
that standardized test results at the beginning of secondary education are highly suitable for this aim, 
as they are hardly subject to anticipatory decisions and sources beyond the family, such as schools 
and peers. Later educational performance measures are more likely affected by sustained effort and 
motivation (Erikson, 2005; Jackson et al., 2007) as well as external influences, by which primary 
effects are likely overestimated and secondary effects underestimated.
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Table 5.1 Descriptive statistics of dependent and independent variables for lower and higher track secondary education, per cohort
Enrolment in lower track 1977 (N = 25,886) 1989 (N = 13,239) 1993 (N = 13,337) 1999 (N = 9,696 )
secondary education Min Max Mean Sd Min Max Mean Sd Min Max Mean Sd Min Max Mean Sd
Diploma of higher track 
secondary education 0.00 1.00 0 .1 0 0 .0 0 1.00 0.05 0 .0 0 1.00 0.04 0 .0 0 1.00 0.04
Parental education
Low 0 .0 0 1.00 0.62 0 .0 0 1.00 0.54 0 .0 0 1.00 0.41 0 .0 0 1.00 0.39
Middle 0 .0 0 1.00 0.29 0 .0 0 1.00 0.35 0 .0 0 1.00 0.46 0 .0 0 1.00 0.47
High 0 .0 0 1.00 0.09 0 .0 0 1.00 0.1 1 0 .0 0 1.00 0.13 0 .0 0 1.00 0.15
Academic performance -3.46 3.85 0 .0 0 1.00 -4.15 3.52 0 .0 0 1.00 -3.71 3.22 0 .0 0 1.00 -3.86 3.30 0 .0 0 1.00
Enrolment in higher track 1977 (N = 11,140) 1989 (N = 5,896) 1993 (N = 6,644) 1999 (N = 9,006)
secondary education Min Max Mean Sd Min Max Mean Sd Min Max Mean Sd Min Max Mean Sd
Diploma of higher track 
secondary education 0 .0 0 1.00 0.79 0 .0 0 1.00 0.76 0 .0 0 1.00 0.76 0 .0 0 1.00 0.78
Parental education
Low 0 .0 0 1.00 0.33 0 .0 0 1.00 0.23 0 .0 0 1.00 0.14 0 .0 0 1.00 0.16
Middle 0 .0 0 1.00 0.35 0 .0 0 1.00 0.36 0 .0 0 1.00 0.42 0 .0 0 1.00 0.44
High 0 .0 0 1.00 0.32 0 .0 0 1.00 0.41 0 .0 0 1.00 0.44 0 .0 0 1.00 0.40
Academic performance -4.65 4.38 0 .0 0 1.00 -4.40 4.20 0 .0 0 1.00 -4.30 3.32 0 .0 0 1.00 -4.87 3.54 0 .0 0 1.00
Source: SMVO (1977). VOCL (1989. 1993. 1999)
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variables of interest, but also a dummy variable for sex and the continuous variables birth 
year and school recommendation from primary school. After performing the multiple 
imputation procedure, we deleted cases which initially had a missing value on the 
dependent variable ‘diploma from higher track secondary education’ as suggested by Von 
Hippel (2007). The total number of cases left was 94,844. Table 5. l presents the 
descriptive statistics of the variables in this study per cohort and initial track.
5.4 Results
5.4.l Social inequality in obtaining a diploma from higher track secondary education
The upper panel of Table 5.2 shows the proportion of pupils who obtained a diploma 
from higher track secondary education, despite their initial enrolment in the lower track. 
As expected, a rather small proportion of these pupils moved upwards and obtained a 
diploma from a higher track. About l0 per cent of those in cohort 1977 who entered in a 
lower track left secondary school with a diploma that provided them access to tertiary 
education. In cohort l999 this was only 4 per cent. This decrease is probably due to the 
governmental efforts to prevent non-standard educational transitions in the 1990s. 
Despite the fact that fewer of these pupils obtained a higher track secondary diploma over 
time, social background differences did not disappear. Given an initial choice for lower 
track secondary education, children with highly educated parents were consistently more 
likely to move upwards and complete higher secondary schooling than children with low- 
educated parents. These differences are significant for all cohorts, supporting hypothesis l. 
The odds ratios further indicate that social inequality was more pronounced in cohort 
1993 than in the other cohorts. The increase in social inequality in higher secondary 
school success between cohort 1989 and cohort 1993 is against our expectation. 
Evidently, the standardized basic curriculum for secondary education introduced in l993 
has not reduced social disparities within secondary schooling, and consequently in higher 
secondary school success, disproving hypothesis 9. The decrease in social inequality after 
cohort l993 confirms our prediction in hypothesis 6.
The lower panel of Table 5.2 presents graduation rates for children who enrolled in 
higher track secondary education after primary school. For all cohorts, more than 75 per 
cent obtained a diploma at this level. Here as well, significant differences are present 
among children from different social backgrounds. Given an initial choice for a higher 
track, children with highly educated parents have always been more likely to obtain a 
diploma of this type than children with lower educated parents, indicating that the latter 
are more inclined or compelled to move downwards or to drop out. These findings once 
again offer support for hypothesis l, predicting social differentiation in higher secondary 
school success. The odds ratios show that the educational advantage of high-status 
children is larger in the more recent cohorts than in the older ones. Surprisingly, the 
increase in social inequality already took place between cohort l989 and l993, and not
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Table 5.2 Percentage of pupils obtaining a diploma from higher track secondary education for those initially enrolled in lower and higher 
track secondary education, by cohort and parental educational level
Enrolment in lower track 
secondary education
1977 1989 1993 1999 1977 1989 1993 1999
% N % N % N % N Odds Ratios
Low-educated parents 7.1 1,143 2 .8 2 0 2 1.9 104 2.4 91 Low/Middle 1.97 1.87 2.41 1.87
Middle-educated parents 13.2 1,005 5.1 237 4.4 272 4.4 201 Middle/High 2.08 2.60 2.42 1.90
Highly educated parents 24.0 546 12.3 173 10.1 171 8.1 115 Low/High 4.1 1 4.88 5.83 3.55
All 10.4 2,694 4.6 612 4.1 547 4.2 407
Enrolment in higher track
secondary education
Low-educated parents 74.4 2,722 70.1 932 64.3 599 67.9 994 Low/Middle 1.32 1.31 1.53 1.42
Middle-educated parents 79.3 3,120 75.4 1,614 73.3 2,024 75.0 2,945 Middle/High 1.35 1.35 1.65 1.79
Highly educated parents 83.8 2,977 80.6 1,955 81.9 2,420 84.3 3,048 Low/High 1.78 1.77 2.52 2.55
All 79.2 8,819 76.3 4,501 75.9 5,043 77.6 6,987
Source: SMVO ( 1977). VOCL ( 1989. 1993. 1999)
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between cohort l993 and cohort l999 as predicted in hypothesis 3. Additionally, we find 
no support for our reform hypotheses (hypotheses 9 and l0).
5.4.2 Primary and secondary effects of social background
To explain the social background differences found, we consider both primary and 
secondary effects of social background. The primary effects are represented by estimating 
the mean (fi) and standard deviation (<r) of the standardized performance score for each 
parental educational level. This enables us to assess whether children of highly educated 
parents perform better academically than children of less educated parents. The 
parameters estimated with respect to academic performance, for both children initially 
enrolled in a lower track and those initially enrolled in a higher track, are shown in the 
upper part of Table 5.3. W e assume that the performance level for each parental 
educational level is approximately normally distributed. As the highest diploma obtained in 
secondary education is a dichotomous variable, we performed binary logistic regression 
analyses to estimate the secondary effects. These analyses provide insight into two effects:
(l) the effect of each parental educational level on the child’s obtaining a diploma from 
higher track secondary education, regardless of the child’s performance level ( ä ), and (2) 
the effect of the performance score on obtaining a diploma from higher track secondary 
education for each parental educational level (ß ). These estimates regarding graduation 
rates, again differentiated by enrolment level, are displayed in the lower part of Table 5.3.
The parameters estimated with respect to academic performance and graduation 
rates are used to render graphically the primary and secondary effects of social 
background. Figures 5.l illustrates the existence of both primary and secondary effects in 
obtaining a diploma from higher track secondary education per cohort and per initial track 
placement. The normal curves represent the performance level distribution for each 
parental educational level. Note that, independent of the cohort and track placement after 
primary school, children with the highest educated parents have the highest performance 
level, followed by children with middle-educated parents and then children with low- 
educated parents. This sequence, which indicates the existence of primary effects, is even 
clearer for children who enrolled in lower track secondary education after primary 
school. It is no surprise that children who opted for the higher level of secondary on 
average performed more similarly than children who entered a lower track, since the 
required performance level in the higher track is simply greater.
The logistic curves represent for each parental educational level the proportion of 
pupils that attained a diploma from higher track secondary education at a certain 
performance score. In general, independent of the performance score, children with highly 
educated parents are more likely to obtain a diploma from this track. Children with low- 
educated parents are least likely, and children with middle-educated parents are 
positioned in-between. The relation, however, is not always this straightforward. For 
instance, given enrolment in higher track secondary education combined with a relatively
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low academic performance score in cohort l989, children from higher educated parents 
surprisingly had a lesser chance of a successful higher track secondary school outcome 
than children from lower educated parents. Finally, for pupils who initially entered a lower 
level of secondary education, the curves start ascending at a relatively high performance 
level, which means that only those with exceptionally high performance go on to obtain a 
diploma from higher track secondary education. Given the choice for the higher track, 
almost all children with a high performance level complete this level successfully.
Table 5.3 Estimated parameters for performance ( ß , ( J ) and for diploma (ä , ß ) for lower and 
higher track secondary education, per cohort
1977 1989 1993 1999
Performance ß Ö ß ö ß Ö ß Ö
Enrolled in low er 
secondary education 
Parental education 
Low -0 . 1 2 1.01 -0.17 1.01 -0 . 2 2 1.01 -0.19 1.01
Middle 0.15 0.96 0.17 0.96 0 . 1 0 0.96 0 . 1 0 0.98
High 0.34 0.91 0.33 0.89 0.34 0.94 0.18 0.95
Enrolled in higher 
secondary education 
Parental education 
Low -0 .l l 1 . 0 0 -0.16 1.05 -0.27 l .06 -0.14 1 . 0 2
Middle -0 . 0 1 0.99 -0.05 0.99 -0.05 0.99 -0.03 0.99
High 0.13 1 . 0 0 0.13 0.96 0.13 0.97 0.09 0.99
Diploma ä ß ä ß ä ß ä ß
Enrolled in low er 
secondary education 
Parental education 
Low -2.82 0.94 -3.83 0.99 -4.24 l .05 -3.92 0.91
Middle -2.25 ** 0.87 -3.36** 0 . 8 6 -3.46** 0 . 8 6 -3.44 ** 0.84
High - i 4 9  ** 0.69 ** -2.51 ** 0.94 -2.67** 0.81 -2.64 ** 0.54*
Enrolled in higher 
secondary education 
Parental education 
Low l. 19 0.50 0.95 0.40 0.76 0.50 0 . 8 6 0.53
Middle 1 42 ** 0.49 1 |9** 0.43 1.09** 0.49 1 . 2 0  ** 0.60
High 1.68** 0.61 1.44** 0.59* 1.52** 0.50 1.73 ** 0.53
** p < 0.0l; * p < 0.05 Source: SMVO (l977) and VOCL ( 1989, 1993, l999)
fi : average of standardized performance score 
S  : standard deviation of standardized performance score
a : effect of each parental educational level on the transition to higher track secondary education, controlled for 
performance
ß : effect of academic performance on the transition to higher track secondary education, per parental educational level 
bold: significantly different from & l999 (p < 0.01 )
b o ld  & Italic: difference in a  between low and highly educated significantly decreased between 1977/l989 and l999 (p < 




















Figure 5 .1 Graphical representation of regression of obtaining a diploma of higher track secondary education on performance for lower and higher track
secondary education, per cohort
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Chapter 5
From Table 5.3 we can observe changes in primary and secondary effects of social 
background across the cohorts. The upper panel of Table 5.3 shows that among those 
enrolled in lower track secondary education, primary effects do not substantially differ 
over time, with one exception. The performance score difference, favouring children from 
highly educated parents, is more marked in cohort 1993 (0.34 + 0.22 = 0.56; 0.34 - 0.10 = 
0.24) than in the other cohorts. The sharp drop in primary effects between cohort 1993 
and cohort 1999 corresponds to hypothesis 7a. The lower panel of Table 5.3 shows no 
tendency towards changing secondary effects for those enrolled in the lower track, 
implying that the aforementioned rise in social inequality in cohort 1993 can be fully 
understood as the result of increased primary effects. The fact that secondary effects did 
not decrease between cohort 1993 and cohort 1999 contradicts hypothesis 7b. 
Furthermore, it appears that the in 1993 introduced standardized basic curriculum for 
secondary education has reduced neither the primary nor the secondary effects of social 
background with respect to higher secondary school success, by which hypothesis 9 also 
finds no support in our results.
Considering children who entered higher track secondary education after primary 
school, the social background differences in performance level reveal that primary effects 
generally increased until cohort 1993 and then decreased (i.e. the difference scores as 
calculated above). This finding completely disproves hypothesis 4a, which predicted stable 
primary effects until cohort 1993 followed by increasing primary effects. Additionally, 
secondary effects turn out to be larger in cohorts 1993 and 1999 than in cohorts 1977 
and 1989, but only when children of highly educated parents are compared with those of 
low-educated parents (see note under Table 5.3). In contrast to hypothesis 4b, the rise in 
secondary effects did not occur between cohort 1993 and cohort 1999. It happened 
earlier, between cohorts 1989 and 1993. W e already showed social inequality in 
graduating from higher track secondary education for those enrolled in the higher track to 
be more prominent in the youngest cohorts. W e can conclude that both increased 
primary and secondary effects of social background account for this increase in social 
inequality in higher secondary school success.
Finally, note that the in 1993 introduced standardized basic curriculum for secondary 
education has not been able to weaken the primary and secondary effects in higher track 
secondary education, once again contradicting hypothesis 9. Neither did the 1999 reforms, 
that is, establishment of pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO) and the ‘study 
house’, have the expected impact. The secondary effects did not increase between cohort 
1993 and cohort 1999 as predicted by hypothesis 10.
5.4.3 Relative importance of the primary and secondary effects
In order to quantify the (change in) relative importance of the primary and secondary 
effects of social background, we adopt counterfactual analyses as suggested by Erikson and 
colleagues (2005). In short, this method assumes in our case that the probability of
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attaining a diploma from higher track secondary education for pupils whose parents have a 
particular educational level can be combined with the performance distribution of pupils 
whose parents have another educational level (and vice versa) to generate a 
counterfactual or potential outcome. Using these hypothetical interventions enables us to 
disentangle the primary and secondary effects and to assess the relative weights of these 
effects on obtaining a diploma from the higher track.
Following this method, we first determine the expected proportion of pupils of 
parental educational level / that obtains a diploma from higher track secondary education. 
This proportion is the result of two components: the distribution of the average 
performance score, x, in parental educational level i (component A), and the probability of 
attaining a diploma from higher track secondary education among pupils whose parents 
have this educational level, with an average performance score x  (component B). 
Assuming that component A follows a normal curve and component B a logistic curve, the 
expected proportion of pupils obtaining a diploma from higher track secondary education 
can be determined using the following integral (Jackson et al., 2007):
Com ponent A  Component B
+4
-4
ö / \1+ ea+Px ,
where fi and a are the estimated parameters for performance and a and ß are the 
estimated parameters for graduation rates. This integral, consisting of two distinct 
components, enables us to produce counterfactuals. Counterfactual proportions of pupils 
obtaining a diploma from higher track secondary education are estimated by combining 
the performance level of pupils whose parents have a certain educational level with the 
graduation rates of pupils whose parents have another educational level. Table 5.4 
presents these counterfactual proportions. Again, we distinguish pupils who initially 
enrolled in lower track secondary education from those initially entering a higher track 
after primary school. The rows reproduce the parental educational level of the pupils 
whose performance score is used; the columns reproduce the parental educational level 
of pupils whose performance-related probability of obtaining a higher secondary school 
outcome is used.
Observe first that the estimates in the diagonal cells of Table 5.4 are highly similar to 
the proportions observed in Table 5.2. Next, Table 5.4 shows that for instance in cohort 
1989, given the initial enrolment in the lower track, the proportion of children with highly 
educated parents completing higher secondary schooling was about 12 per cent, 
compared to only 3 per cent of the children with low-educated parents. If children with 
highly educated parents retain their performance level but adopt the performance-related
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Table 5.4 Estimated probabilities of obtaining a diploma from higher track secondary education for 
actual and counterfactual combinations of estimated distributions of performance (row) and diploma 
probabilities (columns), for lower and higher track secondary education
1977
Enrolled in lower track secondary education 
1989 1993 1999
Parental
education High Middle Low High Middle Low High Middle Low High Middle Low
High 0.23 0.14 0.09 0 .1 2 0 .0 6 0.04 0 .1 0 0 .0 5 0.03 0.08 0 .0 5 0.03
Middle 0.21 0.13 0.08 0.1 1 0 .0 5 0.04 0.08 0.04 0 .0 2 0.08 0.04 0.03
Low 0.18 0.11 0.07 0.09 0.04 0.03 0.07 0.03 0 .0 2 0.07 0.04 0 .0 2
Enrolled in higher track secondary education
1977 1989 1993 1999
Parental
education High Middle Low High Middle Low High Middle Low High Middle Low
High 0.81 0.78 0.75 0.80 0.77 0.73 0.82 0.75 0 .6 8 0.84 0.76 0.70
Middle 0.80 0.77 0.74 0.79 0.75 0.71 0.80 0.73 0 .6 6 0.84 0.75 0.69
Low 0.79 0.77 0.73 0.77 0.74 0.70 0.79 0.71 0.64 0.83 0.74 0 .6 8
Source: SMVO (1977) and VOCL (1989, 1993, 1999)
probability of higher secondary school success of children with low-educated parents, the 
proportion of children obtaining a higher secondary school diploma would be about 4 per 
cent. However, if children with highly educated parents retain their performance-related 
probability of higher secondary school success but have the performance level of children 
with low-educated parents, this proportion rises to almost 9 per cent. This indicates that 
the performance-related probability of obtaining a higher secondary school diploma is 
more important for actually obtaining such a diploma than the performance level, or put 
differently, secondary effects are of greater importance than primary effects.
Similar comparisons can be made for the other cohorts and for youngsters entering 
the higher track after primary school. But preferably, we would like to obtain estimates 
for the relative importance of the primary and secondary effects. Erikson and colleagues 
(2005) describe a method by which such estimates can be determined. The first step is to 
calculate the odds of the actual and counterfactual probabilities of obtaining a higher 
secondary school diploma, followed by determining the odds ratios. By taking the 
logarithm of the actual and counterfactual odds ratios, we are able to estimate the relative 
importance of the primary and secondary effects for various social background contrasts.23 
Table 5.5 presents the relative importance of the secondary effects for both children 
initially attending lower track secondary education and those initially attending a higher 
track. In all cohorts and for all social background contrasts, the relative importance of the 
secondary effects is high. The lowest value is found for cohort 1989, for which we 
compare children from middle-educated parents with children from low-educated parents,
23 For detailed information on the research procedure, refer to Erikson (2007), Erikson et al. (2005) 
and Jackson et al. (2007).
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given initial entrance to the lower track. The relative importance of the secondary effects 
here is about 59 per cent. As expected in hypothesis 2, for all cohorts and all social 
background contrasts, secondary effects are much more important than primary effects 
for obtaining a higher track secondary school diploma. To examine the changes in the 
relative importance of the primary and secondary effects, we calculated the average of the 
three background contrasts per cohort and per initial track attended after primary school. 
Table 5.5 presents these results as well. It can be seen that, for those attending a lower 
track, the relative importance of the secondary effects remained fairly stable between 
cohort 1977 (about 77 per cent) and cohort 1999 (about 80 per cent). This finding does 
not support hypothesis 8, which predicts the relative importance of secondary effects to 
decrease between cohort 1993 and cohort 1999. W ith respect to those who attended the 
higher track after primary school, the relative importance of the secondary effects also 
remained stable between cohort 1977 (about 78 per cent) and cohort 1993 (78 per cent). 
However, thereafter, the relevance of the secondary effects (compared to the relevance 
of the primary effects) clearly increased from 78 per cent in cohort 1993 to about 87 per 
cent in cohort 1999, providing corroborative evidence for hypothesis 5.
Table 5.5 Relative importance of the secondary effects of social background in obtaining a diploma 
from higher track secondary education for those initially enrolled in lower and higher track 
secondary education
1977 1989 1993 1999
Enrolled in lower track secondary education
Highly educated / middle educated 0.83 0.89 0.80 0.93
Middle educated / low educated 0.71 0.59 0.70 0.64
Highly educated / low educated 0.78 0.76 0.75 0.82
Total 0.77 0.75 0.75 0.80
Enrolled in higher track secondary education
Highly educated / middle educated 0.75 0.70 0.82 0.90
Middle educated / low educated 0.83 0.81 0.74 0.83
Highly educated / low educated 0.78 0.74 0.78 0 .8 8
Total 0.78 0.75 0.78 0.87
Source: SMVO (1977) and VOCL (1989, 1993, 1999)
5.5 Conclusion and discussion
This chapter investigated for the Netherlands the role of social background in higher 
secondary school success, and changes therein over time, separately for pupils of different 
initial track placements. Additionally, it analysed whether primary or secondary effects 
were more important in explaining social inequality in obtaining a diploma from higher 
track secondary education, and whether this changed over time. Our analyses were based 




In all cohorts and independent of the initial secondary school track choice, high­
status children were more likely to obtain a diploma from higher track secondary 
education than children from less favourable social backgrounds. This implies that they are 
more likely to be upwardly mobile from the lower track, and less likely to be downwardly 
mobile from the higher track than their low-status counterparts, constructing and 
maintaining social inequality in higher secondary school success. These social background 
differences may be understood as resulting from high-status children’s better 
performance, on average, than low-status children (i.e. primary effects) and the fact that 
high-status children tend to choose more ambitious educational options than low-status 
children, at a given level of academic performance (i.e. secondary effects). Although both 
types of effects are present, secondary effects turn out to account for much more of 
social inequality in obtaining a diploma from higher track secondary education than 
primary effects.
Furthermore, the analyses indicate that social background effects on completing 
higher secondary school have not been completely stable over time. For pupils who 
enrolled in lower track secondary education after primary school, high-status children 
were found to be more advantaged in cohort 1993 than in the other cohorts. This sudden 
peak in educational inequality is exclusively the outcome of increased primary effects, 
which can hardly be attributed to compositional changes or educational reform. Besides 
the peak in primary effects in cohort 1993, we observe no other substantial changes in the 
primary and secondary effects over time. Consequently, the relative importance of the 
secondary effects in explaining social inequality in higher secondary school success among 
those initially enrolled in the lower track has remained fairly stable across cohorts.
For children initially enrolled in the higher track of secondary education, we 
expected social differentiation in higher secondary school success to increase between 
cohort 1993 and cohort 1999 as a result of increased heterogeneity in individual skills. To 
our surprise, the rise in social inequality took place earlier, between cohort 1989 and 
cohort 1993, being attributable to both increased primary and secondary effects. In 
general, secondary effects account for a larger part of total inequality in completion of 
higher secondary schooling than primary effects for those enrolled in the higher track of 
secondary education. Moreover, the relative importance of the secondary effects of social 
background increased strongly between cohort 1993 and cohort 1999 due to the 
weakening impact of the primary effects on higher secondary school success in this time 
period.
Chapter 3 showed secondary effects of social background to account for a smaller 
part of social differentiation in the transition from primary school to higher track 
secondary education, compared to primary effects; in cohort 1965 secondary effects 
explained about 47 per cent of the social background differences and this decreased to 
about 42 per cent in cohort 1999 (Kloosterman, Ruiter, De Graaf & Kraaykamp, 2009). 
This chapter shows that the role of secondary effects is much larger if a ‘later’ transition is
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The long arms of social background: Enrolment and careers in 
tertiary education*
6.1 Introduction
Enrolment in tertiary education has surged in the Netherlands during the past half century. 
In 1950, about 5 per cent of the population between 18 and 25 years of age was enrolled 
in tertiary education, compared to 38 per cent in 2007 (O CW , 2008). Prior Dutch 
research on social inequality in tertiary education shows that especially children from high 
socio-economic backgrounds enrol in the tertiary level (i.e. university or higher vocational 
education (HBO )) after completing secondary school, whereas children from low socio­
economic backgrounds are more likely to opt for lower levels of post-secondary schooling 
(e.g. Bosma & Cremers, 1996; De Graaf & Ganzeboom, 1993; Webbink, 1997). The 
present study examines the influence of social background on tertiary entrance and 
careers using a historical perspective, and focuses on students who completed one of the 
two highest tracks in secondary education (HAVO or VW O ). In the Netherlands, these 
two secondary school tracks provide direct access to the tertiary level.24 First, we 
investigate the extent to which the post-secondary track choice made by graduates of 
higher track secondary education depends on social background. To advance previous 
research and to examine more closely the relationship between social background and 
post-secondary track choice, special attention is paid to the role of students’ academic 
skills. According to many scholars, decomposition of the total effect of social background 
into (1) an indirect effect through academic skills and (2) a direct effect net of academic 
skills offers the best understanding of social stratification in educational attainment. These 
direct and indirect impacts are also known as the ‘secondary’ and ‘primary’ effects of 
social background (Boudon, 1974; De Graaf & Wolbers, 2003; Erikson, 2007; Jackson et 
al., 2007; Jencks et al., 1972). However, most prior Dutch and international studies 
examining social differentiation in access to tertiary education do not take students’ 
academic aptitude into account (e.g. Bosma & Cremers, 1996; Shavit, Arum, Gamoran & 
Menahem, 2007; Shavit & Blossfeld, 1993; Webbink, 1997). The current study includes 
students’ academic skills to find out whether social background is directly or indirectly
* Paul de Graaf is co-author.
24 The subsequent level of schooling for children with a diploma from lower track secondary 
education (MAVO) is intermediate vocational education (MBO). After completion of this track, 
students are allowed to enrol in higher vocational education (HBO). In 2006, more than 29 per cent 
of MBO graduates took advantage of this option (OCW, 2008). In the present study, however, we 
focus only on students eligible by means of a straight course to enter tertiary education.
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related to post-secondary track choice.
Furthermore, our comparison of three cohorts of Dutch pupils ( 1977, 1989 and 
1993) enables us to determine the extent to which the relationship between social 
background and post-secondary track choice has changed over time. As most Dutch 
studies employ a single cohort design, knowledge on trends in social inequality in post­
secondary track choice is scant (e.g. Bosma & Cremers, 1996; De Graaf & Wolbers, 2003; 
Webbink, 1997). There are, however, two important exceptions. De Graaf and 
Ganzeboom (1993) found no trend towards more openness in the transition from higher 
track secondary education to tertiary education for cohorts born between 1891 and I960. 
An important limitation of De Graaf and Ganzeboom (1993) is that it merges the 
vocational (HBO) and academic track (university) of tertiary education, which masks 
qualitative inequalities in educational opportunities among social status groups. Rijken and 
colleagues (2007) did consider the different tracks of post-secondary schooling, but also 
found that access to tertiary education has been mainly stable with respect to social 
background. In this regard, our first two research questions read as follows: To what 
extent do social background differences exist in post-secondary track choice, given a 
diploma o f higher track secondary education? And, To what extent has the effect o f social 
background changed over time?
Although there has been a strong expansion of tertiary education (Statistics 
Netherlands, 2009), not all students who enter this level succeed in passing the final 
exams, and if they do so, it is often with a serious delay, or in another field than the one 
initially chosen. Recent research (O C W , 2008) indicates that in their first year, more than 
35 per cent of the pre-university (VW O ) pupils who made the transition to the research- 
oriented university regret their choice of study; 25 per cent of these students switch to 
another academic follow-up study, 6.3 per cent enrol in the more vocationally oriented 
institution of tertiary education, that is, higher vocational education (HBO), and 3.7 per 
cent drops out of the educational system. Among students enrolled in higher vocational 
education (HBO) in 2006, the drop-out rate in the first year was more than 17 per cent. 
Delays and failure in tertiary education are serious social policy problems. The waste of 
human capital, non-optimal educational choices and unnecessary drop-out at the tertiary 
level impose a heavy financial burden on the Dutch government. It goes without saying 
that the students themselves are harmed too.
Therefore, in this study we analyse the effects of social background on study careers 
in tertiary education. More specifically, we try to learn whether children from high socio­
economic backgrounds tend to make more ambitious educational choices within tertiary 
study than their socio-economically less advantaged peers, increasing their chance of a 
diploma that assures them a prestigious and well-paid position in the labour market. An 
example of an ambitious choice in tertiary education is moving upwards from higher 
vocational education (HBO) to university, or continuing the tertiary study (rather than 
moving downwards to a lower level) when it turns out to be too demanding. W e also
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consider the role of cognitive skills and examine whether the impact of social background 
has changed across cohorts. Thus, our final two research questions read as follows: To 
what extent do social background differences exist in educational choices within tertiary 
education? And, To what extent has this effect o f social background changed over time? 
Examining social inequality within study careers in tertiary education is interesting from a 
policy perspective, but also from a social stratification view. However, to our knowledge, 
no effort has yet been undertaken to study social differentiation within this advanced stage 
of the educational career. The analyses in this chapter are based on three cohorts of 
pupils who enrolled in secondary education in, respectively, 1977, 1989 and 1993 and who 
made the transition to post-secondary education in approximately 1983, 1995 and 1999.
6.2 Theoretical fram ework
6.2.1 Social inequality in post-secondary track choice
In the Netherlands, successful completion of one of the two higher tracks in secondary 
education, that is, higher general secondary education (HAVO) and pre-university 
education (VW O ), grants direct access to the prestigious institutions of tertiary education. 
The majority of pupils with a VW O  diploma enters university (W O ), while most others 
give preference to the highest and tertiary level of vocational education (HBO). Enrolling 
in this more vocationally oriented tertiary level is the most obvious educational option for 
pupils who have completed HAVO, although a significant proportion of these pupils still 
opts for vocational training at a lower level by entering intermediate vocational education 
(MBO). Some HAVO graduates who performed beyond expectation decide to continue 
their secondary educational career by enrolling in VW O , since only a VW O  diploma 
qualifies pupils for direct access to university. Note that, next to these study options, 
pupils are also allowed to terminate their educational career and enter the labour market 
after secondary school graduation. Rational action theories on educational choice suggest 
that considerations based on the perceived costs and benefits of the various educational 
alternatives, as well as the perceived success probability, make high-status children more 
likely to proceed to higher educational levels than children from less favourable social 
backgrounds (Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997; Breen, Luijkx, Müller & Pollak, 2009).
In the Netherlands, it is unlikely that the direct financial costs of tertiary education 
are decisive in families’ post-secondary track choice. Due to a system of study allowances, 
the direct costs of post-secondary education are quite low, although Rijken et al. (2007) 
point out that these costs have increased over the last 20 years. In 1986, a comprehensive 
system of study allowances was implemented based on the principle that all students 
should have the opportunity to study independent of the financial contribution of their 
parents. This study allowance consists of a basic grant, unrelated to familial income, and a 
complementary grant or interest-bearing loan, related to familial income. However, as a 
direct consequence of the increasing enrolment rates in post-secondary education, the
117
Chapter 6
duration and amount of study allowances have been reduced over time (Rijken et al., 
2007), albeit to a lesser extent for low-income families. Nevertheless, the system of study 
allowances has made post-secondary schooling more affordable and attractive to low- 
status students, most likely reducing the effect of social background on the level of post­
secondary schooling attended. The opportunity costs and the social costs of tertiary 
education, however, might be a reason for low-status families to prefer their children to 
enrol in a lower, less ambitious level of post-secondary education. Children from low- 
status families might prefer a certain income above an insecure continuation of their 
educational career, and they might also be concerned that a high educational level could 
lead to estrangement between them and their parents.
Additionally, the expected benefits of completing tertiary education might play a role 
in decision making for a specific track within post-secondary education. Although all social 
strata are aware of the significance of tertiary education for occupational success, the 
relative risk aversion argument of Breen and Goldthorpe (1997) asserts that high-status 
families attach more value or utility on their children attaining a high educational level. All 
parents from all socio-economic backgrounds seek to avoid intergenerational downward 
mobility, that is, they strive for their children to acquire a social position at least equal to 
their own. As children from a low socio-economic background can attain the social 
position of their parents with a low or intermediate educational level, they might not feel 
compelled to enrol in the highest educational tracks. By contrast, children from high 
socio-economic backgrounds need to opt for the most ambitious and highest educational 
options to obtain a high-status position comparable to that of their parents.
Finally, the expected rate of success might contribute to social differentiation in the 
level of post-secondary education. Even though low-status children probably have 
surpassed their parents in educational level by completing higher track secondary 
education, we expect them to enrol in a less challenging level of post-secondary schooling 
than their high-status peers. Their parents generally did not attend high levels of 
education, in contrast to those of high-status children, by which they are less well 
acquainted with the culture and curriculum of the tertiary level. Consequently, their 
perception of the risk of failure in tertiary education is larger than that of high-status 
children, perhaps prompting them to opt for less demanding levels of post-secondary 
schooling. These differences in rational considerations among social status groups lead us 
to expect that given the eligibility for tertiary education, low-status children are more 
likely to enrol in less ambitious post-secondary educational levels than high-status children 
(Hypothesis /).
To predict historical changes in the influence of social background on post­
secondary track choice, we make use of Mare’s proposition on the combined effect of 
both selection and expansion in education (Mare, 1981; Rijken, 1999; Rijken et al., 2007). 
Mare argues that as a result of the process of selection in education, there is more 
variability in the determinants of school success (e.g. social background, performance,
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motivation, ambition) among pupils at the earlier stages than at the later stages of the 
educational career. As individual skills (e.g. performance, motivation, ambition) are related 
to pupils’ social background, the total effect of social background is expected to decrease 
over the course of pupils’ educational career. However, when education expands, ever 
more pupils face successive educational transitions, increasing the heterogeneity of the 
group of students at the higher educational levels. Consequently, the relationship between 
social background and individual skills will strengthen at the more advanced stages of the 
educational career, leading to a higher level of social inequality.
Unexpectedly, the within-cohort proportions of HAVO and VW O  graduates have 
not expanded much over the past decades (Bronneman-Helmers, Herweijer & Vogels, 
2002; Büchner, Van der Velden & Wolbers, 2009; Statistics Netherlands, 2009). Following 
Mare’s theory about the impact of changing homogeneity within the population, and given 
the stable proportions, meaning that there will be little change in variation in individual 
skills within the populations of both HAVO and VW O  graduates, the relationship between 
social background and pupils’ individual skills must be stable as well. This leads us to 
expect, both for HAVO and for VW O  graduates, that the influence of social background 
on enrolling in an ambitious post-secondary educational level has remained stable over 
time (Hypothesis 2).
6.2.2 Social inequality in choices within tertiary education
The choice for a particular level of tertiary education does not automatically imply that a 
diploma will be obtained at that level. When students find out that the chosen level is too 
demanding, or the reverse, not challenging enough, the Dutch educational system allows 
them to revise or repair their educational decision. A significant proportion of students 
makes use of this possibility and switches to another level or direction than the one 
initially chosen (O CW , 2008). Additionally, some students obtain no diploma at the post­
secondary level as they prematurely leave the school system for various reasons, such as 
failure in school, lack of motivation or the desire to work and earn an income.
The educational decisions made in tertiary study are also likely related to children’s 
socio-economic background. W e assume that as a result of rational cost-benefit 
calculations, students from high socio-economic backgrounds are not only more inclined 
to reach the highest possible educational level, but they are also more prone to 
successfully complete this level than students from less favourable social backgrounds. 
Therefore, they are expected to make more ambitious and risky educational choices in 
tertiary schooling. First of all, when the level of tertiary education turns out to be too 
demanding, we expect high-status children to be more likely to continue at this level 
rather than to enrol in a lower schooling level, compared to low-status children 
(Hypothesis 3). This choice will clearly delay their educational career, since such students 
have a relatively high chance of having to repeat a grade, but they put up with this in order 
to gain entry to the highest possible type of tertiary education. Additionally, compared to
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their low-status counterparts, high-status children are more likely to opt for continuation 
at the current tertiary level than to leave school without a diploma (Hypothesis 4).
Students enrolled in HBO face an important and difficult decision when they 
successfully complete the first year of their study (in Dutch propedeuse). In the Dutch 
educational system, completion of the first year of a HBO programme allows students to 
transfer to the more research-oriented university. Therefore, after the first year, HBO 
students have to decide whether to continue their vocational study or to enrol in the 
prestigious academic level. Given the differing educational perceptions and aspirations 
among social status groups, we expect high-status children will tend more to transfer to 
university rather than proceed with their HBO study, compared to low-status children 
(Hypothesis 5).
From 1950 onwards, the enrolment rate in tertiary education has increased 
substantially in the Netherlands. In 1950, 29,700 students were enrolled in university, 
compared to 166,300 students in 2000. The enrolment rate increase is even stronger for 
HBO students. Whereas in 1950 26,100 students were enrolled in higher vocational 
education (HBO), by 2000 this had risen to 252,800 (Statistics Netherlands, 2009). These 
growing enrolments likely increased the heterogeneity of the populations of both 
institutions of tertiary education. Not only do the brightest, most ambitious and most 
motivated students enter a form of tertiary education, but also students who are less 
smart and less ambitious ‘try their luck’ and make the transition to the tertiary level. This 
should lead to a stronger relationship between social background and students’ individual 
skills. Once again following the reasoning of Mare (1981), we expect that the positive 
influence of social background on making ambitious educational decisions throughout 
tertiary education has increased over time (H ypothesis 6 ).
6.2.3 Direct and indirect effects of social background
De Graaf and Wolbers (2003) pointed out that for interpretation reasons, it is of great 
importance to find out whether the effect of social background is direct (Boudon’s 
secondary effect of social background (1974)) or mediated through children’s proven 
academic aptitude (Boudon’s primary effect of social background (1974)). When students 
from different socio-economic backgrounds with the same academic aptitude differ in 
their subsequent track choice or in their educational decisions within tertiary schooling, 
social background effects are said to be direct. When differences in aptitude among social 
status groups explain the association between social background and the educational 
choices made after higher track secondary education and within tertiary study, the effects 
of social background can be said to be indirect.
There are several indicators of a student’s academic aptitude that might interfere 
with the impact of social background. First, and most importantly, there is the academic 
performance of a student as measured by cognitive testing. Second, examination subjects 
chosen in secondary education are an important indicator of academic aptitude in the
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Netherlands. In general, beta (‘science’) subjects in secondary education (i.e. mathematics, 
physics, chemistry, biology and computer science) are perceived as difficult by pupils, 
parents and teachers. Beta subjects are more selective than other subjects, and only 
talented pupils are able to cope with and complete them (Haarhuis, 2007). A third 
indicator of a student’s academic aptitude refers to the diplomas obtained in secondary 
education. In the Netherlands, students are allowed to ‘stack’ diplomas in secondary 
education, providing them the opportunity to obtain a supplementary diploma after 
completion of a lower track (i.e. obtaining multiple secondary school diplomas) in order to 
enrol in a higher level of post-secondary schooling. For instance, MAVO (i.e. lower general 
secondary education) graduates may decide to rise and earn a diploma at the HAVO level, 
gaining entrance to higher vocational education (HBO). In the same way, HAVO graduates 
are allowed to move upwards and complete the VW O  level, qualifying themselves for 
access to university. When a choice has to be made for a post-secondary school track, 
pupils who ‘stacked’ diplomas in secondary education are likely to opt for the highest 
possible educational level, as they learned that they are capable of more than they initially 
thought. The time and financial investments they made within secondary schooling will 
likely also play a role.
Although we recognize the importance of distinguishing direct and indirect effects of 
social background, we think the indirect effects of social background will be modest in 
tertiary education. Tertiary education is not selective in terms of academic skills since all 
students who have passed HAVO and VW O , respectively, can make the transition to 
vocational college (HBO) or university. Examination results are unimportant, and no 
additional exams are required. Thus, we think that most of the effect of social background 
will be direct.
6.3 Data and measurements
6.3.1 Data
The hypotheses are tested using three cohort studies following the complete school 
careers of Dutch pupils. Our oldest cohort data set is entitled ‘School Career and 
Background of Pupils in Secondary Education’ (SMVO), covering pupils who made the 
transition to secondary education in 1977 (N = 37,242). Additionally, we use two 
subsequent waves of the ‘Cohort Survey of Secondary School Pupils’ (VOCL). These 
waves provide data on pupils who enrolled in secondary education in 1989 (N = 19,111) 
and 1993 (N = 20,059). The total number of pupils included in these three studies is 
76,4I2.25 The main purpose of these cohort studies was to relate educational choices and
25 Cohort 1965 is not included in this study as, for this cohort, only the successively attended school 




achievement in secondary school to family characteristics and school context. However, 
as register data are also available on pupils’ post-secondary schooling, we are able to 
assess social inequality in enrolment and survival in tertiary education. In all cohort 
studies, secondary and post-secondary schools are annually approached by Statistics 
Netherlands to solicit information on pupils’ educational positions and diplomas (Hustinx, 
Kuyper, Van der W erf & Zijsling, 2005), using the pupils’ unique administration numbers. 
To establish whether students successfully completed their initially chosen level of tertiary 
education, we make use of another data set of Statistics Netherlands entitled ‘Higher 
Education 1986-2007’, containing annual information on students’ registration and 
diplomas in tertiary education between I986 and 2007.26 This data set was merged with 
the VOCL data, enabling us to study social selection in choices within tertiary schooling 
for the two youngest cohorts (cohort 1989 registered until age 30; cohort 1993 
registered until age 26). For the oldest cohort, the 1977 (SMVO) cohort, this procedure 
was not possible. Consequently, pupils in this cohort were registered until the age of 24, 
which means we are unable to examine the entire study careers of university students. 
W e do have sufficient information to analyse social background differences in educational 
choices of HBO students.
6.3.2 Measurements: Dependent variables
The first dependent variable in our study, that is, post-secondary track choice, consists of 
four categories for HAVO graduates: higher vocational education (HBO), intermediate 
vocational education (MBO), pre-university education (VW O ), and no subsequent 
education. For VW O  graduates, we distinguish three categories: university (W O ), higher 
vocational education (HBO), and no subsequent education. Figure 6.1 displays the post­
secondary track choice of HAVO and VW O  graduates over time. As expected, the vast 
majority of HAVO graduates continues in a study at the HBO level. In cohort 1977, about 
35 per cent of the HAVO graduates proceeded to the HBO level, compared to about 59 
per cent in cohort 1993. Between cohort 1977 and cohort 1989, somewhat more HAVO 
graduates decided to continue their educational career at a lower level of vocational 
schooling (MBO) (1.4 per cent increase) or to enrol in pre-university education (VW O ) (a
2.1 per cent increase). However, thereafter, we observe a clear drop in the proportion of 
HAVO graduates who enrol in either of these two educational types. The proportion of 
the HAVO graduates who do not (directly) continue in a subsequent level of schooling 
decreased from about 37 per cent in cohort 1977 to about 21 per cent in cohort 1993.
26 The data set ‘Higher Education 1986-2007’ has not yet been released by Statistics Netherlands 
(CBS). Therefore, the analyses were performed on site at Statistics Netherlands. The on-site 
available VOCL data were merged with the Municipal Personal Records Database (GBA) by 
Statistics Netherlands. The link between these data was not possible for some pupils, whereupon 
Statistics Netherlands decided to remove these pupils from the data set. Now, cohort 1989 consists 
of 19, I I I pupils, where officially 19,524 students were followed from the first year in secondary 
education. Cohort I993 now has 20,059 students. Formerly, there were 20,33 I students.
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The most common educational option among pupils who completed pre-university 
education (VW O ) is the research-oriented university. In the oldest cohort, more than 48 
percent of the VW O  graduates entered the university level, compared to about 56 per 
cent in the youngest cohort. A still significant proportion opts for tertiary education at a 
lower level and enrols in higher vocational education (HBO). This proportion remained 
rather stable between cohort I977 and cohort I989 (about 27 per cent), then dropped by 
about 6 per cent. An insignificant group of VW O  graduates opted for intermediate 
vocational training (MBO), particularly in the cohorts I989 and I993. The proportion of 
VW O  graduates who did not (directly) enrol in a subsequent post-secondary track 
remained rather stable over the cohorts (about 23 per cent).
For pupils who enrolled in tertiary education, that is, higher vocational education 
(HBO) or university (W O ), after completing higher track secondary education, we 
consider the educational choices within tertiary education. Using the annually provided 
educational career information, we are able to assess for each year whether students 
made a successful transition,27 enrolled in a lower schooling level, or prematurely left the 
educational system. Another alternative for pupils in higher vocational education (HBO) is 
to move upwards to university. In order to analyse these competing events 
simultaneously, we constructed for both the HBO and the university students, a ‘student- 
year’ file.
The educational decisions made within tertiary education largely determine the way 
in which students leave the initially chosen tertiary level: graduated, enrolled in a lower 
post-secondary track or left post-secondary education without a diploma. HBO students 
have an additional alternative, namely moving upwards to university (W O ). Figure 6.2 
presents per cohort the way HBO and university students left their initially chosen study. 
As expected, most HBO students successfully complete their study and leave with a 
diploma. In cohort 1977, this was about 58 per cent, compared to about 69 per cent in 
cohorts 1989 and 1993. W e  observe more positive developments for HBO students. 
Their tendency of moving downwards decreased (a 4.2 per cent drop), whereas their 
likelihood of making an upward transition increased (a 1.8 per cent increase). 
Furthermore, the proportion of HBO students who left tertiary education without a 
diploma decreased from 28 per cent in cohort I977 to 24 per cent in cohort I993. In 
general, the most significant changes occurred between cohort I977 and cohort I989.
The figures for university students must be interpreted more cautiously as I2 per 
cent of these students in cohort 1993 had not yet left their initially chosen academic study. 
The results are therefore rightly censored. It seems that over time, the proportion of 
students who left university without a diploma decreased, whereas the graduation rate 
remained stable or increased to some extent. Furthermore, between cohort 1989 and 
cohort I993, more university students made a step downwards, enrolling in the vocational
27 For our analyses, we consider both obtaining a diploma and moving on successfully to the next 
grade as successful events which we merge in the category ‘successful transition’.
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Figure 6.2 The way HBO and university students left the initially chosen type of tertiary education, per cohort















Source: SMVO (1977). VOCL (1989. 1993)
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track of tertiary schooling.
W e test the hypothesis that children from high socio-economic backgrounds make 
more ambitious decisions throughout tertiary education than children from less 
advantaged backgrounds, using the constructed ‘student-year’ files. Additionally, we 
examine whether high-status children have a greater likelihood of graduating from tertiary 
education, compared to low-status children, as a result of their ambitious decisions within 
tertiary education.
6.3.3 Measurements: Independent variables
Parental education is taken as our indicator of students’ social background, measured by 
the educational level of the highest educated parent. The educational categories used in 
the data sets are converted into an interval variable based on the number of years 
required to complete an educational level: lower education (LO) = 6; lower secondary 
education (LBO or MAVO) = I0; higher secondary education (HAVO, VW O  or MBO) = 
I2; and tertiary education (HBO or university) = I6.
Students’ academic performance is based on a scholastic aptitude test consisting of a 
verbal and a mathematical component, which was administered to the students at the start 
of secondary school, this being about age twelve. This test is comparable to the 
standardized examination taken by pupils at the end of their primary education (the 
‘CITO ’ test) (Hustinx et al., 2005). Pupils from cohort I989 and cohort I993 underwent 
the same achievement test, while pupils from cohort I977 were administered another, but 
comparable test. The absolute test scores are converted into Z  scores per cohort to 
obtain comparability.
The number o f beta examination subjects is measured by counting the number of 
beta subjects in pupils’ final set of subjects chosen in higher track secondary education. 
Until the restructuring of the second phase of higher track secondary education (i.e. last 
two years of HAVO and last three years of VW O ) in I999,28 pupils could generally choose 
from five different beta subjects: mathematics, chemistry, physics, biology and computer 
science. However, as not all secondary schools offered the same set of beta subjects to 
their pupils, we set the maximum value of this variable to 3 (the minimum value is 0).
In the analyses on post-secondary track choice, we include whether HAVO 
graduates had already obtained a M AVO diploma (only HAVO diploma = 0; MAVO and 
HAVO diploma = I) and whether VW O  graduates had already obtained a H AVO  diploma 
(only VW O  diploma = 0; HAVO and V W O  diploma = I). In the analyses on educational
28 Before the restructuring of the second phase (tweede fase) in I999, pupils in higher track 
secondary education could freely select a set of subjects for their upper class years (HAVO students 
chose six subjects; VWO students chose seven subjects). From I999 onwards, pupils were obliged 
opt for one of four subject clusters (profielen) emphasizing specified, cohesive areas of study (i.e. 
nature and technology, nature and health, science and society, and culture and society). These 
clusters were developed to smooth the transition from higher track secondary education to tertiary 
education.
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Table 6.1 Descriptive statistics of dependent and independent variables, per cohort
1977 1989 1993
HAVO (N = 6,6 1 9) VW O  (N 
Min Max Mean Sd Min Max
= 5,403) 
Mean Sd
HAVO (N = 2,973) VW O  (N 
Min Max Mean Sd Min Max
= 2,367) 
Mean Sd
HAVO (N = 3,342) VW O  (N 




Parental education 6.00 16.00 1 1.71 2.70 6.00 16.00 12.64 2.79 6.00 16.00 12.39 2.56 6.00 16.00 13.33 2.55 6.00 16.00 13.05 2.40 6.00 16.00 13.88 2.27
Female 0.00 1.00 0.56 0.00 1.00 0.47 0.00 1.00 0.54 0.00 1.00 0.49 0.00 1.00 0.54 0.00 1.00 0.52 0.50
Academic performance -4.00 2.71 -0.37 0.95 -3.43 3.17 0.44 0.86 -3.89 2.14 -0.37 0.98 -3.33 2.67 0.43 0.84 -4.43 2.01 -0.36 0.98 -3.24 2.74 0.48 0.80
Number of beta subjects 0.00 3.00 1.51 1.16 0.00 3.00 1.85 1.22 0.00 3.00 1.33 1.13 0.00 3.00 2.04 1.02 0.00 3.00 1.46 1.09 0.00 3.00 1.99 1.01
MAVO diploma 0.00 1.00 0.27 0.00 1.00 0.21 0.00 1.00 0.17
HAVO diploma 0.00 1.00 0.09 0.00 1.00 0.1 1 0.00 1.00 0.08
HBO (N = 13,206) HBO (N = 8,310) University (N = 7,023) HBO (N = 9,983) University (N = 7,635)
Pupil * year Min Max Mean Sd Min Max Mean Sd Min Max Mean Sd Min Max Mean Sd Min Max Mean Sd
Dependent variable
Successful transition 0.00 1.00 0.88 0.00 1.00 0.92 0.00 1.00 0.94 0.00 1.00 0.92 0.00 1.00 0.93
Moved to lower track 0.00 1.00 0.01 0.00 1.00 0.01 0.00 1.00 0.02 0.00 1.00 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.02
Moved to high er track 0.00 1.00 0.01 0.00 1.00 0.01 0.00 1.00 0.01 0.00 1.00
Leaving without diploma 0.00 1.00 0.08 0.00 1.00 0.06 0.00 1.00 0.04 0.00 1.00 0.06 0.00 1.00 0.03
Unknown 0.00 1.00 0.02 0.00 1.00 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.01 0.00 1.00 0.02
Independent variables
Parental education 6.00 16.00 12.1 1 2.65 6.00 16.00 12.60 2.47 6.00 16.00 13.67 2.51 6.00 16.00 13.18 2.3 1 6.00 16.00 14.06 2.26
Female 0.00 1.00 0.50 0.00 1.00 0.56 0.00 1.00 0.41 0.00 1.00 0.55 0.00 1.00 0.47
Academic performance -3.49 2.84 -0.03 0.97 -3.89 2.29 -0.18 0.98 -3.33 2.52 0.52 0.81 -4.03 2.55 -0.21 0.97 -2.65 2.51 0.52 0.79
Number of beta subjects 0.00 3.00 1.91 1.14 0.00 3.00 1.48 1.14 0.00 3.00 2.19 1.00 0.00 3.00 1.52 1.10 0.00 3.00 2.07 1.01
School year 1.00 8.00 2.61 1.41 1.00 12.00 2.80 1.56 1.00 13.00 3.79 2.27 1.00 10.00 2.89 1.66 1.00 9.00 3.74 2.09
HAVO diploma 0.00 1.00 0.60 0.00 1.00 0.70 0.00 1.00 0.80
VW O  diploma 0.00 1.00 0.37 0.00 1.00 0.26 0.00 1.00 0.90 0.00 1.00 0.19 0.00 1.00 0.92
HAVO and VW O  diploma 0.00 1.00 0.03 0.00 1.00 0.04 0.00 1.00 0.10 0.00 1.00 0.01 0.00 1.00 0.08
Source: SMVO (1977). VO CL (1989. 1993)
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choices within tertiary education, we include the type o f diploma obtained in higher track 
secondary education. Three categories are distinguished: a HAVO diploma, a VW O  
diploma, and a HAVO andVW O diploma.
Finally, in all models, we control for students’ gender (0 = male; I = female). 
Regarding students’ educational decisions, we also take into account the school year, as 
students’ decisions may differ over the course of tertiary education.
In order to deal with missing values, we employed a multiple imputation procedure 
(Allison, 2000; Rubin, I987, I996). This procedure yields multiple data sets in which each 
missing value is replaced with a random imputation, based on the observed values of all 
included variables in this procedure. Analyses are performed on each separate data set, 
after which the results are combined. Most missing values were found with respect to 
parental education in cohort I993 (about I8 per cent). Rubin (I987) states that in cases 
with a lot of missing information, more imputations are needed to obtain estimates with a 
relatively high efficiency. Considering the percentage of missing values in our data set, we 
decided to construct five multiple-imputed data sets. The descriptive statistics of both the 
dependent and independent variables are presented in Table 6.I.
6.4 Results
For both post-secondary track choice and choices during tertiary schooling, we estimate 
three multinomial logistic regression models. The first model (Model I) includes parental 
education and the control variables. In the second model (Model 2), predictors of 
children’s academic aptitude are added. Finally, to account for the possibility that changes 
in educational choices differ between children from different socio-economic backgrounds, 
interaction terms between cohort and parental education are included in the third model 
(Model 3).
6.4.I Social inequality in post-secondary track choice
Table 6.2 presents the multinomial logit models in which the post-secondary track choice 
of HAVO graduates is regressed on parental education and student’s academic aptitude. 
The reference category in these models is the most obvious choice of subsequent 
education after HAVO completion, that is, higher vocational education (HBO). Model I 
indicates that parental education plays a significant role in the choice of a subsequent 
educational level. First of all, HAVO graduates with highly educated parents are more 
likely to continue their secondary school career by enrolling in pre-university education 
(VW O ), compared to those with low-educated parents (b = 0.05). The transition to 
VW O  by HAVO graduates can be understood as an ambitious (second) attempt to 
acquire direct access to university. As such, especially high-status children still gain 
entrance to the highest tertiary educational level. Furthermore, given a HAVO diploma, 
the choice for intermediate vocational education (MBO) is for children from highly 
educated parents less popular than for children from low-educated parents (b = -0.08); a
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Table 6.2 Multinomial logistic regression on post-secondary track choice of HAVO graduates
Ref. = Enrolled in HBO Enrolled in V W O Enrolled in MBO No subsequent education
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
b se b se b se b se b se b se b se b se
Intercept -1.36 ** 0.16 -1.16 ** 0.17 -0.75 ** 0 .22 0 .22 0.13 0 .8 8  ** 0.14 0.67 ** 0.19 0.52 ** 0.1 1 0.94 ** 0 .12 1.22 ** 0.15
Cohort 1977 (= ref.)
Cohort 1989 -0.21 ** 0.07 -0.25 ** 0.07 -1.01 ** 0.37 -0.23 ** 0.06 -0.32 ** 0.06 0.42 0.29 -1.00 ** 0.06 -1.09 ** 0.06 -1.88 ** 0.29
Cohort 1993 -0.90 ** 0.08 -0.95 ** 0.08 -2.21 ** 0.46 -0.83 ** 0.07 -0.92 ** 0.07 -0.56 0.34 -0.98 ** 0.05 -1.05 ** 0.05 -1.86 ** 0.29
Parental education (6 -1 6 ) 0.05 ** 0.01 0.04 ** 0.01 0.01 0 .02 -0.08 ** 0.01 -0.08 ** 0.01 -0.06 ** 0.01 -0.06 ** 0.01 -0.06 ** 0.01 -0.08 ** 0.01
Female (0-1 ) -0.55 ** 0.06 -0.54 ** 0.06 -0.53 ** 0.06 -0.01 0.05 -0 .10 0.05 -0.1 1 * 0.05 0.42 ** 0.04 0.33 ** 0.05 0.33 ** 0.05
Number of beta subjects (0-3) 0.01 0.03 0.01 0.03 -0.28 ** 0 .02 -0.28 ** 0 .02 -0.26 ** 0 .02 -0.26 ** 0 .0 2
Academic performance (0-1 ) 0.05 0.03 0.05 0.03 -0.03 0.03 -0.03 0.03 -0.07 ** 0.03 -0.07 ** 0.03
MAVO diploma ("stacked") (0-1) -0.53 ** 0.08 -0.53 ** 0.08 -0.74 ** 0.07 -0.74 ** 0.07 -0 .2 0  ** 0.05 -0 .20 ** 0.05
Interaction terms
1 989 * parental education 0.06 * 0.03 -0.06 ** 0.02 0.07 ** 0 .0 2
1 993 * parental education 0 .1 0 ** 0.03 -0.03 0.03 0.07 ** 0 .0 2
Nagelkerke R2 0.09 0.12 0 .1 2
Chi2 1 136.00 ** 1527.78 ** 1568.57 **
Df 12 21 27
N 12,934 12,934 12,934
** p < 0.01 ; * p < 0.05 Source: SMVO (1977). VOCL (1989. 1993)
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similar negative effect of social background is found for choosing no subsequent level of 
education (b = -0.06). These findings demonstrate that, as expected in hypothesis I, 
HAVO graduates with highly educated parents are more likely to enrol in higher, more 
ambitious levels of post-secondary schooling than HAVO graduates from less favourable 
social backgrounds. For gender, the results indicate that female students take up less 
ambitious educational options after completing HAVO than their male counterparts.
Model 2 adds the indicators of students’ academic aptitude to unravel whether the 
effects of parental education are direct or indirect. It becomes clear that the parameters 
of parental education hardly change when controlling for differences in students’ aptitude 
level. W e  can therefore conclude that students’ post-secondary track choice depends in a 
direct way on parental educational level. W e further observe that the effects of the 
academic aptitude measures are generally in the expected direction. First of all, high- 
performing children are less likely to leave the educational system, compared to children 
who perform poorly (b = -0.07). Secondly, the likelihood of attending MBO (b = -0.28) as 
well as the likelihood of choosing no subsequent education (b = -0.26) (compared to 
attending HBO) decreases with an increasing number of beta subjects. Finally, HAVO 
graduates who also completed the MAVO level (i.e. ‘stacked’ in secondary education) are 
more inclined to enter HBO than to opt for another alternative.
As shown in Model 3, the effect of parental education on enrolling in an ambitious 
post-secondary school track for HAVO graduates has generally increased across the 
cohorts. Compared to those with low-educated parents, pupils with highly educated 
parents increasingly prefer enrolling in the highest level of secondary schooling (VW O ) 
after HAVO completion. Furthermore, the negative effect of parental education on 
enrolling in MBO increased between cohort 1977 and cohort 1989. However, social 
background differences in choosing no subsequent educational level (compared to 
enrolling in HBO) after HAVO completion disappear in the more recent cohorts. These 
findings strongly contradict our second hypothesis, predicting the effect of social 
background on the likelihood of enrolling in an ambitious post-secondary track to be 
stable over time.
Results of the multinomial logit model concerning the post-secondary track choice of 
VW O  graduates are displayed in Table 6.3. The reference category is enrolment in 
university, which is the most common option for V W O  graduates. Model I demonstrates 
that VW O  graduates with highly educated parents are less likely to choose HBO than 
those with low-educated parents (b = -0.I2). Additionally, their relative odds of leaving 
the educational system compared to enrolling in university is less than for V W O  graduates 
with low-educated parents (b = -0.07). The fact that V W O  graduates with an advantaged 
social background opt for higher, more ambitious educational levels provides additional 
evidence for our first hypothesis. Furthermore, we observe clear gender differences; 
female students are more likely to enter a lower post-secondary educational track after 
VW O  graduation than male students.
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Table 6.3 Multinomial logistic regression on post-secondary track choice of V W O  graduates















Intercept 0.79** 0 .1 2 0.98 ** 0.13 0.99** 0.17 -0.14 0.13 0.17 0.14 0.57** 0.18
Cohort 1977 (= ref.)
Cohort 1989 -0.06 0.06 -0.05 0.06 -0.04 0.30 -0.26** 0.07 -0.23 ** 0.07 -1.13** 0.36
Cohort 1993 -0.28 ** 0.06 -0.27** 0.06 -0.23 0.35 -0.13 * 0.06 -0.1 1 0.06 _ j 42 ** 0.38
Parental education (6-16) -0 .1 2  ** 0.01 -0 .1 2  ** 0.01 -0 .1 2  ** 0.01 -0.07** 0.01 -0.06** 0.01 -0.09 ** 0.01
Female (0-1) 0.44** 0.05 0.39** 0.05 0.39** 0.05 0 .6 6 ** 0.05 0.57** 0.05 0.57** 0.05
Number of beta subjects (0-3) -0.09 ** 0 .0 2 -0.09 ** 0 .0 2 -0.21  ** 0 .0 2 -0 .21  ** 0 .0 2
Academic performance (0-1) -0.13 ** 0.03 -0.13 ** 0.03 -0.09 ** 0.04 -0.09** 0.04
HAVO diploma ("stacked") (0-1) -0.06 0.09 -0.07 0.09 0.23** 0.09 0.23** 0.09
Interaction term s
1989 * parental education 0 .0 0 0 .0 2 0.07** 0.03
1993 * parental education 0 .0 0 0.03 0 . 1 0 ** 0.03
Nagelkerke R2 0.06 0.07 0.07
Chi2 518.21 ** 666.05 ** 687.19**
Df 12 21 27
N 10,199 10,199 10,199
** p < 0.01 ; * p < 0.05 Source: SMVO (1977). VO CL (1989. 1993)
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Model 2 shows that the relationship between parental education and post­
secondary track choice is hardly affected by the inclusion of the academic aptitude 
measures, demonstrating the effect of parental education to be largely direct. The results 
further show that the indicators of academic aptitude are important determinants of post­
secondary track choice. VW O  graduates with a high performance level and a beta- 
oriented set of examination subjects are more likely to opt for a study programme at the 
university level. The same goes for VW O  graduates who ‘stacked’ in secondary education 
(i.e. those who also completed the HAVO level).
Finally, the trend parameters in Model 3 show that the influence of parental 
education on the choice between the research-oriented university and the vocationally 
oriented HBO has not changed over time; VW O  graduates with highly educated parents 
were consistently more likely to opt for the university level, compared to those with low- 
educated parents. This persistent educational inequality among VW O  graduates supports 
hypothesis 2. However, in contrast to hypothesis 2, social inequality in the choice between 
no subsequent education and enrolment in university disappears across cohorts, in the 
same way as we found for HAVO graduates.
6.4.2 Social inequality in choices within tertiary education
Next, we take a closer look at the relationship between parental education and the 
educational decisions made in tertiary education. Table 6.4 presents the results of the 
multinomial logit analyses of the educational choices made by HBO students; the 
reference category is making a successful transition. Model I indicates that educational 
choices within HBO are to some extent dependent on the social background of students. 
As expected in hypothesis 4, the odds of leaving HBO is less for HBO students with highly 
educated parents than for those with low-educated parents (b = -0.02). W e also find 
support for hypothesis 5, as HBO students with highly educated parents tend to choose 
an upward transition to university (rather than continuing their study at the HBO level) 
more often than HBO students with low-educated parents (b = 0.06). By contrast, 
children from various social backgrounds do not differ in the relative odds of experiencing 
a downward transition, disproving hypothesis 3. The controls further indicate that female 
HBO students are less likely to experience an educational change than their male 
counterparts. They prefer continuation at the HBO level. Furthermore, educational 
changes seem to occur less frequently in later stages of tertiary schooling.
As was the case for post-secondary track choice, Model 2 shows that the impact of 
parental education on both leaving HBO and making an upward transition to university 
(versus continuing in HBO) remains largely intact once differences in students’ academic 
aptitude are taken into account. It appears that the differences in choices within HBO are 
directly related to parental education. The results further show that students who 
enrolled in HBO with a HAVO diploma are more likely to prematurely leave this tertiary 
level as well as to move downwards, than HBO students with a VW O  (and HAVO)
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Table 6.4 Multinomial logistic regression on educational choices in HBO























Intercept -1.88 ** 0.12 -1.47 ** 0.13 -1.48 ** 0.16 -3.94 ** 0.32 -4.36 ** 0.34 -4.66 ** 0.51 -1.26 ** 0.33 -0.72 * 0.36 -0.75 0.39
Cohort 1977 (= ref.)
Cohort 1 989 -0.27 ** 0.06 -0.38 ** 0.06 -0.28 0.28 0.38 ** 0.14 0.47 ** 0.14 0.80 0.76 -1.26 ** 0.20 -1.43 ** 0.21 -0.26 0.94
Cohort 1 993 -0.3 1 ** 0.05 -0.46 ** 0.06 -0.56 0.29 0.30 * 0.13 0.54 ** 0.14 1.20 0.73 -1.89 ** 0.25 -2.18 ** 0.25 -2.94 * 1.48
Parental education (6-16) -0.02 * 0.01 -0.02 * 0.01 -0.02  * 0.01 0.06 * 0 .02 0.05 * 0.02 0.07 * 0.04 -0.03 0.03 -0.03 0.03 -0.02 0.03
Female (0-1 ) -0.18 ** 0.04 -0.23 ** 0.05 -0.23 ** 0.05 -0.27 * 0.1 1 -0.26 * 0.1 1 -0.26 * 0.1 1 -0.85 ** 0.14 -0.90 ** 0.15 -0.90 ** 0.15
School year (1-12) -0.06 ** 0.02 -0.06 ** 0.02 -0.06 ** 0.02 -0.58 ** 0.05 -0.58 ** 0.05 -0.58 ** 0.05 -1.17 ** 0.10 -1.16 ** 0 .10 -1.16 ** 0.10
Number of beta subjects (0-3) -0.12 ** 0.02 -0.12 ** 0.02 -0 .02 0.05 -0 .02 0.05 -0.05 0.06 -0.05 0.06
Academic performance 0.05 0.03 0.05 0.03 -0.01 0.07 -0.01 0.07 0.06 0.08 0.06 0.08
Havo diploma (= ref.)
Vwo diploma -0.63 ** 0.06 -0.64 ** 0.06 0.94 ** 0.13 0.94 ** 0.13 -2.12 ** 0.27 _2 i 2 ** 0.27
Havo and vwo diploma -0.25 0.14 -0.25 0.14 1.48 ** 0.21 1.49 ** 0.21 -2.57 * 1.00 -2.56 * 1.01
Interaction terms
Cohort I 989 * parental education


























3 144.15 ** 
44 
31,499
** p < 0.01 ; * p < 0.05 Source: SMVO (1977). VO CL (1989. 1993)
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diploma. By the same token, they are less inclined to move upwards to university.
Interaction analyses in Model 3 reveal no significant interactions between cohort and 
parental education. The positive effect of parental education on experiencing an upward 
move remained stable over time, as well as the negative effect of parental education on 
leaving HBO. These findings clearly refute hypothesis 6, which postulated an increasing 
effect of social background on making ambitious educational decisions across cohorts.
Table 6.5 shows similar results to those in Table 6.4, but this time for university 
students. As expected in hypothesis 4, Model I shows that university students with highly 
educated parents have a lesser chance of leaving university (compared to continuing at 
university) than their counterparts with low-educated parents (b = -0.04). Parental 
education does not significantly affect the choice between moving downwards to the HBO 
level and continuing at university, contradicting hypothesis 3. The controls indicate that 
the odds of leaving university increase over the course of students’ academic schooling. It 
might be that some underperforming students continue their academic study in the hope 
that they will eventually obtain a university diploma. After some unsuccessful years of 
study, they might decide to quit school and enter the labour market to earn an income. In 
line with our expectation, we do find a negative effect of school year on the choice 
between making a downward transition and continuing at university. In addition, female 
university students are more likely to experience a downward move than their male 
counterparts.
Model 2 shows that the negative effect of parental education on the choice between 
leaving university and making a successful transition disappears after controlling for the 
effects of academic aptitude (b = 0.04), indicating an indirect effect. It seems that W O  
students with highly educated parents are less inclined to leave university without a 
diploma than their peers with low-educated parents as they took a more beta-oriented set 
of examination subjects in the final years of higher secondary schooling. W e do not find 
the effect of parental education to differ over time, as shown in Model 3.
6.4.3 Social inequality in leaving the initially chosen tertiary study
Of course, the choices made during tertiary schooling strongly affect the way students 
leave the initially chosen tertiary study. Therefore, to conclude, we briefly consider the 
influence of social background on the way of leaving the initially chosen level of tertiary 
education. Table 6.6 presents the results of the multinomial logistic regression analyses for 
HBO students. The reference category is graduating HBO. Model I shows that parental 
educational level significantly affects only the likelihood of moving upwards to university (b 
= 0.06). HBO students with highly educated parents are more likely to transfer to 
university rather than complete the HBO level, compared to those with low-educated 
parents. This positive effect of parental education remains when we control for the effects 
of academic aptitude, as shown in Model 2. In addition, the interaction terms between 
parental education and cohort in Model 3 indicate that the magnitude of the parental
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Table 6.5 Multinomial logistic regression on educational choices in university
Ref. = Successful transition Leaving university Moving to a lower track (H BO )
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
b se b se b se b se b se b se
Intercept -3.58** 0.28 -3.44** 0.30 -3.39** 0.36 -1.34** 0.35 _l 27** 0.37 -1.18** 0.45
Cohort 1989 (= ref.)
Cohort 1993 -0.17 0.09 -0.17 0.09 -0.27 0.52 -0.24* 0 .1 2 -0.25 * 0 .1 2 -0.47 0.69
Parental education (6-16) -0.04* 0 .0 2 -0.04 0 .0 2 -0.04 0 .0 2 -0.05 0 .0 2 -0.04 0 .0 2 -0.05 0.03
Female (0-1) 0.05 0.09 0.03 0.09 0.03 0.09 -0.27* 0.13 -0.28* 0.13 -0.28* 0.13
School year (1-13) 0 .2 0 ** 0 .0 2 0 .2 0 ** 0 .0 2 0 .2 0 ** 0 .0 2 -0.64** 0.05 -0.63 ** 0.05 -0.63 ** 0.05
Number of beta subjects (0-3) -0.09* 0.05 -0.09* 0.05 -0.09 0.06 -0.09 0.06
Academic performance (z-score) 0.08 0.06 0.08 0.06 0.07 0.08 0.07 0.08
Vwo diploma (= ref.)
Havo and vwo diploma 0 .1 0 0.16 0.1 1 0.16 0.48* 0.19 0.48* 0.19
Interaction terms
Cohort 1993 * parental education 0.01 0.04 0 .0 2 0.05
Nagelkerke R2 0.24 0.25 0.25
Chi2 1702.79** 1804.30** 1807.23**
Df 12 21 24
N 14,658 14,658 14,658
** p < 0.01 ; * p < 0.05 Source: SMVO (1977). VO CL (1989. 1993)
Table 6.6 Multinomial logistic regression on the way of leaving the initially chosen HBO  study
Ref. = Graduating HBO Leaving HBO Moving to a lower track (MBO) Moving to a higher track (U niversity)
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
b se b se b se b se b se b se b se b se b se
Intercept -0.34 ** 0.13 0.1 1 0.14 0 .0 2 0.18 -1.67 ** 0.31 -1.01 ** 0.35 -1.18 ** 0.38 -3.45 ** 0.31 -3.84 ** 0.33 -4.21 ** 0.51
Cohort 1 977 (= ref.)
Cohort 1 989 -0.29 ** 0.06 -0.42 ** 0.07 -0.12 0.32 -1.39 ** 0 .2 0 -1.60 ** 0.21 -0.26 0.96 0.28 * 0.14 0.36 * 0.14 0.85 0.78
Cohort 1 993 -0.3 1 ** 0.06 -0.49 ** 0.06 -0.42 0.33 -2.01 ** 0.25 -2.34 ** 0.25 -2.90 1.49 0.23 0.14 0.44 ** 0.14 1.27 0.75
Parental education (6 -1 6 ) -0.02 0.01 -0.01 0.01 0 .0 0 0.01 -0.03 0.03 -0.03 0.03 -0.01 0.03 0.06 * 0 .0 2 0.05 * 0.02 0.08 * 0.04
Female (0-1 ) -0.33 ** 0.05 -0.38 ** 0.05 -0.38 ** 0.05 -0.99 ** 0.14 -1.05 ** 0.15 -1.06 ** 0.15 -0.37 ** 0.1 1 -0.37 ** 0.1 1 -0.37 ** 0.1 1
Number of beta subjects (0-3) -0 .1 2  ** 0 .0 2 -0.12 ** 0 .0 2 -0.08 0.06 -0.08 0.06 -0.03 0.05 -0.03 0.05
Academic performance 0.04 0.03 0.04 0.03 0.06 0.08 0.06 0.08 -0 .0 2 0.07 -0 .0 2 0.07
Havo diploma (= ref.)
Vwo diploma -0.76 ** 0.07 -0.76 ** 0.07 _2 27 ** 0.27 _2 27 ** 0.27 0.84 ** 0.13 0.84 ** 0.13
Havo and vwo diploma -0.31 0.16 -0.30 0.16 -2.57 * 1.01 -2.56 * 1.01 1.48 ** 0.23 1.49 ** 0.23
Interaction terms
Cohort 1 989 * parental education -0.02 0.03 -0.1 1 0.08 -0.04 0.06
Cohort 1 993 * parental education -0.01 0.03 0.04 0.1 1 -0.06 0.06
Nagelkerke R2 0.07 0.13 0.13
Chi2 540.81 ** 966.09 ** 978.81 **
Df 16 32 40
N 8,339 8,339 8,339
** p < 0.01 ; * p < 0.05 Source: SMVO (1977). VO CL (1989. 1993)
Table 6.7 Multinomial logistic regression on the way of leaving the initially chosen university study
Ref. = Graduating university Leaving university Moving to a lower track (H BO )
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
b se b se b se b se b se b se
Intercept -0.37 0.30 -0.19 0.32 -0.29 0.41 -0.66 0.37 -0.54 0.39 -0.56 0.49
Cohort 1989 (= ref.)
Cohort 1993 -0.1 1 0.10 -0.12 0.10 0.15 0.61 -0.13 0.13 -0.12 0.13 -0.08 0.75
Parental education (6-16) -0.05 * 0.02 -0.05 * 0.02 -0.04 0.03 -0.06* 0.03 -0.06* 0.03 -0.06 0.03
Female (0-1) -0.27** 0.10 -0.30** 0.1 1 -0.30** 0.1 1 -0.42 ** 0.13 -0.45 ** 0.14 -0.45 ** 0.14
Number of beta subjects (0-3) -0.12* 0.05 -0.12* 0.05 -0.13 0.07 -0.13 0.07
Academic performance (0-1) 0.12 0.07 0.12 0.07 0.09 0.09 0.09 0.09
Vwo diploma (= ref.)
Havo and vwo diploma (0-1) 0.27 0.19 0.27 0.19 0.65** 0.21 0.65** 0.21
Interaction term s
Cohort 1993 * parental education -0.02 0.04 0.00 0.05
Nagelkerke R2 0.10 0.1 1 0.1 1
Chi2 227 22 ** 256.89** 257.19**
Df 9 18 21
N 2,622 2,622 2,622
** p < 0.01 ; * p < 0.05 Source: SMVO (1977). VO CL (1989. 1993)
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education effect did not alter over time.
Table 6.7 displays similar results for university students. Whereas we previously 
showed that the educational choices of university students depend only slightly on 
parental educational level, Model 1 indicates a stronger effect of parental education on the 
way of leaving university study. Parental education has a negative effect on the likelihood 
of leaving university (b = -0.05) as well as on the likelihood of moving downwards (b = -
0.06). Thus, in general, children with highly educated parents have a greater chance of 
attaining a diploma at the highest level of education, than children from less favourable 
social backgrounds. Model 2 shows that these relationships do not change when we take 
into account measures of academic aptitude. Finally, in Model 3, we find no evidence that 
the effect of parental education has changed over time. The fact that both the main effects 
of parental education and the trend parameters turn out to be insignificant is possibly due 
to the relatively small sample sizes per social group.
6.5 Conclusion and discussion
W e started this chapter with the expectation that children from high socio-economic 
backgrounds tend to enrol in higher, more ambitious post-secondary educational tracks 
than children from less advantaged social backgrounds, and that within tertiary education, 
children from high socio-economic families would do better. To test these, perhaps not 
very surprising, expectations, and to assess social change in the effects of social 
background, we used data on three cohorts of Dutch pupils, who enrolled in secondary 
education in 1977, 1989 and 1993. Indeed, our results confirm the role of parental 
education, as indicator of social background, in post-secondary track choice. The effects 
proved to be rather strong, which is surprising, because after all the selection processes 
that take place in the tracked secondary educational system of the Netherlands 
presumably would have made the pupils who finish secondary education in a given track a 
fairly homogeneous group.
First, we addressed the further school careers of HAVO graduates, who had 
completed the highest track but one in secondary education in the Netherlands. W e 
showed that students with highly educated parents have a higher probability of enrolling in 
higher vocational college (HBO) and pre-university education (VW O ) than HAVO 
graduates with low-educated parents. W e argued that enrolment in VW O  can be 
perceived as an ambitious choice, as this educational level prepares pupils for the 
research-oriented university. Second, we showed that VW O  (the highest track of 
secondary schooling) graduates with highly educated parents are more likely to enter 
university, rather than any other educational alternative, in comparison to VW O  
graduates with low-educated parents.
Importantly, when we controlled for academic aptitude, the social differentiation in 
post-secondary track choice of both HAVO and VW O  graduates hardly changed. This 
implies that the effects of social background on a subsequent study of post-secondary
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education are largely direct and have nothing to do with differences in academic skills. It is 
ambitions that govern decisions after secondary education. Policymakers should be aware 
of this: Educational measures aimed at reducing inequality within secondary school do not 
automatically lessen social background differences in post-secondary track choice. The 
wide variety of options after secondary school makes it possible for social stratification to 
return at this level with a vengeance.
In line with the earlier findings of Rijken et al. (2007), our trend analyses reveal that 
social inequality in choosing an ambitious post-secondary school track has not generally 
decreased over time. Surprisingly, a rising proportion of HAVO graduates with highly 
educated parents opt for enrolment in V W O  (instead of enrolment in HBO), unlike those 
with lower educated parents. Moreover, between cohort 1977 and cohort 1989, their 
probability of entering MBO fell compared to that of HAVO graduates with low-educated 
parents. In line with our expectation, for VW O  graduates we found that the negative 
effect of parental education on enrolling in HBO (instead of enrolling in university) 
remained stable across the cohorts. At the same time, there is some evidence of 
decreasing equality between children from advantaged and less advantaged social 
backgrounds in post-secondary track choice. Social differentiation in choosing no 
subsequent level of education (dropping out) after completing HAVO or VW O  has 
completely disappeared. Although lower status group children do not always opt for the 
highest post-secondary school tracks, it seems that they are now aware of the relevance 
and significance of education for their life chances.
Compared to post-secondary track choice, the impact of parental education is 
clearly less marked with respect to educational decisions within tertiary education, 
although the effects we found were generally in the expected direction. HBO students 
with highly educated parents are less likely to leave their tertiary study than HBO students 
with lower educated parents. Moreover, the chance of moving upwards to the university 
level is larger for HBO students with highly educated parents than for those with low- 
educated parents. Again, when we controlled for differences in academic aptitude, the 
effects of parental education remain largely unchanged, once again indicating that direct 
effects rule the game. Our analyses show that over the last twenty years there has been 
no change in the effect of parental education on the choices made in tertiary education.
In the Netherlands, children from less advantaged social backgrounds are less likely 
to opt for a study at the tertiary level after completing higher track secondary education, 
compared to those from advantaged backgrounds. Also, low-status students who enrol in 
university are more likely to drop out without a diploma than higher status students. In 
this respect, children from low-status backgrounds experience a double disadvantage at 
the final stage of their educational career. Our analysis shows that these inequalities in 
tertiary education have nothing to do with differences in cognitive skills. This means that, 
given the increasing numbers of students in tertiary schooling, tertiary education has 





Chapter 7 Conclusion and discussion
7.1 Background and research questions
In contemporary societies, education can be viewed as a double-edged sword (Shavit, 
Yaish & Bar-Haim, 2009; Ganzeboom & Treiman, 1993). Education is the principal means 
of upward social and economic mobility, in particular for individuals born in the lower 
social strata. It leads to significant improvements in people’s life chances. But at the same 
time, education contributes to the reproduction and maintenance of social hierarchy. 
Children from high socio-economic backgrounds generally obtain higher levels of 
education than those from low socio-economic backgrounds, resulting in inequality in 
access to high-status and well-paid occupational positions. Whether education is a great 
equalizer or serves more as a social stratifier depends on the impact of social background 
on children’s educational success. This study dealt with the relationship between social 
background and children’s successive educational transitions in the Netherlands from a 
historical perspective, with special attention to the role of children’s academic 
performance. By including children’s academic performance, the total effect of social 
background on educational success was disentangled into two types of effects, the so- 
called ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ effects of social background (Boudon, 1974). This provides 
insight into how social inequality in educational opportunity comes about. Primary effects 
refer to social background differences in children’s academic performance as a result of 
variations in children’s socio-cultural and intellectual home environment. Secondary effects 
of social background involve the educational decisions that students make. This means 
that, even at the same performance level, high-status children tend to choose more 
ambitious educational paths than children from less advantaged social backgrounds. Both 
primary and secondary effects of social background were examined in this study, as well as 
the relative weight of each in explaining social inequality in subsequent educational 
transitions. Additionally, historical changes in both types of effects were examined, using 
data of five school entry cohorts of Dutch pupils, ranging from 1965 to 1999. The central 
research questions of this study were two:
1. To what extent do prim ary and secondary effects o f social background affect 
subsequent educational transitions throughout children’s educational career in 
the Netherlands?
2. To what extent have these effects changed over time?
To answer these central research questions, several sub-questions were developed and 
investigated in five empirical chapters. Table 7.1 provides an overview of these sub­
questions, together with the data sets and statistical methods that were used to answer
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Table 7.1 Overview of the research questions, data sets and statistical methods of the empirical chapters
Chapter Research questions Data sources Method of analysis
2 1. To what extent do parental reading socialization and early school involvement explain 
social background differences in children’s academic performance over the course of 
primary school?
2. To what extent do parental reading socialization and early school involvement affect 
children’s academic performance over the course of primary school, directly as well as 
indirectly, through prior demonstrated academic performance?
3. To what extent do parental reading socialization and early school involvement affect the 








3 1. To what extent have primary and secondary effects of social background on the
transition to higher track secondary education changed over time, and to what extent 







4 1. To what extent does social background influence the choice between non-promotion 
and enrolment in a lower track in the two highest levels of secondary education?
2. To what extent has the influence of social background on the choice between non­
promotion and enrolment in a lower track increased with the introduction of pre- 






5 1. To what extent do social background differences exist in obtaining a diploma of higher 
track secondary education, given the initial track placement after primary school, and to 
what extent have these effects of social background changed over time?
2. To what extent are primary and secondary effects of social background important in 
obtaining a diploma from higher track secondary education, given the initial track 
placement after primary school, and to what extent has the relative weight of these 






6 1. To what extent do social background differences exist in post-secondary track choice, 
given a diploma of higher track secondary education, and to what extent has the effect of 
social background changed over time?
2. To what extent do social background differences exist in educational choices within 









them. This concluding chapter summarizes the main results regarding the changes in the 
primary and secondary effects of social background over transitions and over time, after 
which an answer is formulated to the central research questions of this book. Then, the 
findings on the primary and secondary effects are put into perspective, by relating them to 
developments in total social inequality over transitions and over time. Next, I reflect on 
the implications of this study for the current educational situation in Dutch society. Finally, 
suggestions are made for future research.
7.2 Summarizing the results
7.2.1 Changes in the primary effects of social background over transitions and over 
time
One objective of this study was to shed light on changes in the primary effects of social 
background over school transitions and over time. By addressing parental factors that 
might be responsible for social differentials in children’s academic performance, I first 
sought insight into the underlying causes of these primary effects. Already at the start of 
the educational career, children’s academic performance depends heavily on their social 
background. Children from high socio-economic backgrounds generally perform better in 
primary school than their counterparts from low socio-economic backgrounds (i.e. 
primary effects), which of course has implications for the transition to secondary 
education and for later educational success. Empirical research from various disciplines 
convincingly demonstrates that educational inequalities between children of different 
socio-economic backgrounds stem from differences in their early socio-cultural home 
environment. In line with this, Chapter 2 showed that social background differences in 
children’s academic performance in and throughout primary school (i.e. primary effects) 
can be attributed to social disparities in parental reading socialization and school-related 
social investments, but this is more true for children’s language performance than for 
arithmetic performance. Additionally, parental reading socialization and school 
involvement turn out to be more relevant to children’s language performance than to 
their arithmetic achievement. Perhaps arithmetic skills are mostly taught in school, but it is 
also likely that children’s arithmetic skills are affected by arithmetic-oriented parental 
practices, such as playing arithmetic games and doing puzzles. Whether these practices 
might offer a better explanation for the social differentiation in arithmetic achievement 
warrants future investigation.
Because academic performance is a key factor in determining children’s educational 
transitions in the Dutch school system, the unequal distribution of early performance 
across social status groups will likely lead to social inequality in educational transitions. 
Chapter 3 demonstrated that as a result of social variation in children’s academic 
performance, high-status children are indeed more likely to enrol in the higher track of 
secondary education after leaving primary school than their low-status counterparts.
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Additionally, Chapter 5 showed that social variation in performance also, but to a lesser 
extent, plays a role in the probability of obtaining a diploma of higher track secondary 
education, for both children who attended the lower track and children who enrolled in 
the higher track after completing primary school. As a result of their higher performance 
level, children from socially advantaged backgrounds are more likely to obtain a diploma of 
higher track secondary education, which provides direct access to the tertiary level, than 
children from less socially advantaged backgrounds. However, Chapter 6 revealed that 
early performance differences between social strata do not account for social differentials 
in the transition to a particular track of post-secondary schooling. From these results, I 
conclude that the magnitude of the primary effects of social background declines over the 
course of children’s educational career, which can be attributed to the various selection 
points that characterize the tracked educational system of the Netherlands. These 
selection processes render the groups of pupils increasingly homogeneous in terms of 
academic performance, leading to a smaller association between social background and 
children’s academic performance.
Next to changes in the primary effects of social background over transitions, this 
study also detected some changes in primary effects over the life span and over time. 
Chapter 2 showed that during primary school, children from high socio-economic 
backgrounds expand their advantage in language performance over children from low 
socio-economic backgrounds, indicating increasing primary effects throughout the primary 
school years. By contrast, surprisingly, the gap in arithmetic performance between low- 
status and high-status children diminishes as primary school progresses, indicating 
declining primary effects. The effects of parental reading socialization and school-related 
involvement on both children’s language and arithmetic performance development are 
largely in the same direction as the effects of social background. Apparently, the pace of 
arithmetic skills development for children raised in socially disadvantaged environments is 
faster than that for those brought up in socially advantaged environments, enabling the 
former to catch up their initial arrears in arithmetic. It might also be the case that the 
arithmetic curriculum offered in primary schools poses less of a challenge to children from 
advantaged backgrounds as they tend to master the arithmetic skills (e.g. counting, 
multiplication, subtraction, addition) relatively easily and early in their primary school 
career, by which, as a result, their arithmetic progress is rather limited thereafter.
Chapter 3, studying social inequality in the transition to higher track secondary 
education over time, demonstrated that the gaps in performance scores between high­
status and low-status children (i.e. primary effects) generally increased between the school 
entry cohorts 1965 and 1993, and thereafter decreased. Although it is speculative and 
remains to be investigated, it is likely that the ever-increasing demand for highly skilled 
workers has incited parents, particularly those from high socio-economic backgrounds, to 
find ways to enhance the performance level of their offspring so as to increase their 
children’s chances of obtaining a high educational qualification, and consequently a high-
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status occupational position. High-status parents are in general more successful in 
fostering their children’s performance level than low-status parents, as they have access to 
a wealth of financial, social and cultural resources. Moreover, increasing levels of income 
inequality in the 1980s and early 1990s (Van den Brakel-Hofmans, 2007) may have 
deteriorated the early socio-cultural environment of children born in the lower social 
strata, by which social background differences in the quantity and quality of resources 
were even more marked in this time period. Surprisingly, however, in cohort 1999, 
children from high socio-economic backgrounds performed poorer than those in cohort 
1993, whereas the average performance score of children from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds remained largely the same. Consequently, the primary effects of social 
background with respect to the transition to higher track secondary education declined 
between cohorts 1993 and 1999. It remains a puzzle why the higher socio-economic 
groups were less able to create an educational advantage for their offspring in the most 
recent cohort of this study.
Chapter 5 showed that the primary effects of social background on higher secondary 
school success have also changed, for pupils enrolled in both the lower and the higher 
track of secondary education. For children initially enrolled in the lower track, there is a 
temporal peak in the primary effects regarding higher secondary school graduation in 
school entry cohort 1993. The average performance level of low-status children 
decreased between cohorts 1977 and 1993, whereas that of high-status children hardly 
changed, leading to an increase in the primary effects on higher secondary school success. 
After 1993, however, a clear drop was observed in these primary effects of social 
background. The proportions of pupils from all socio-economic backgrounds enrolled in 
lower track secondary education decreased between cohort 1993 and cohort 1999, as 
shown in Chapter 3, reducing variation in children’s academic performance, which might 
be associated with a parallel diminishment of social background differences in academic 
performance. For children who enrolled in the higher track after leaving primary school, 
similar developments in the primary effects were observed.
7.2.2 Changes in the secondary effects of social background over transitions and 
over time
A second objective of the current study was to gain insight into changes in the secondary 
effects of social background over transitions and over time. As expected, social variation 
in children’s educational choices, net of academic performance, also leads to social 
differentiation in transition behaviour. Chapter 3 showed that high-status children are 
more likely to enrol in higher track secondary education after leaving primary school than 
low-status children, even at equal levels of performance. Similarly, Chapter 5 
demonstrated that high-status children have a greater probability of obtaining a diploma in 
higher track secondary education than their low-status peers, independent of academic 
performance and the initially chosen secondary school track. Secondary effects also clearly
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affect children’s post-secondary school choice. Children from high socio-economic 
backgrounds are more inclined to enrol in higher levels of post-secondary schooling than 
those from low socio-economic backgrounds, once again independent of their academic 
aptitude. So, the former have a greater likelihood of entering the prestigious tertiary level 
than the latter.
Comparing the secondary effects as found in Chapter 3 and Chapter 5 reveals that 
social background differences, net of children’s academic performance, are larger with 
respect to the transition to higher track secondary education than with respect to 
successful completion of this higher track. Evidently, the selection processes in the Dutch 
educational system not only reduce variation in children’s academic performance, but also 
in their motivation and aspirations. These findings provide corroborative evidence for the 
selection argument of Mare (1981).
This study further showed that secondary effects not only affect regular educational 
transitions, but are also at work with respect to less regular educational decisions within 
secondary and tertiary schooling. First of all, given a performance level below the standard 
of higher track secondary education, the choice for non-promotion (i.e. grade retention) 
rather than enrolment in a lower track is more popular among high-status children than 
among low-status children. Secondly, children from a high socio-economic background are 
more inclined to make ambitious choices within tertiary study than children from less 
advantaged social backgrounds, net of academic aptitude. They are less likely to leave their 
tertiary study early, and more likely to move upwards from higher vocational college 
(HBO) to the university level. It goes without saying that these social background 
differences in decision making within secondary and tertiary education also contribute to 
social inequality in the final level of educational attainment.
W ith respect to changes over time in the secondary effects of social background, 
Chapter 3 showed that the impact of the secondary effects on the transition to higher 
track secondary education has remained fairly stable across cohorts. Apparently, the 
declining costs and increasing relevance of education, as well as changes in the perceived 
probability of schooling success, particularly among low-status groups, have not made the 
transition behaviour of high-status groups and low-status groups more alike. Perhaps, 
referring to the ‘Maximally Maintained Inequality’ mechanism proposed by Raftery and 
Hout (1993), a decline in secondary effects in the transition to higher track secondary 
education might only occur if almost all children from high socio-economic strata make 
this transition. If this point of saturation has been reached, further educational expansion 
will likely result in less inequality among social status groups in the probability of attending 
the higher track of secondary schooling. The gap between low-status and high-status 
groups will then be reduced as high-status children cannot further increase their 
attendance rate, while the low-status children still benefit from the expansion.
As regards the successful completion of higher track secondary education, Chapter 5 
demonstrated that the secondary effects have remained rather stable over time for those
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enrolled in the lower track. By contrast, for pupils enrolled in the higher track, the 
secondary effects of social background on higher secondary school success increased 
between cohort 1989 and cohort 1993. Surprisingly, it appears that the expansion of 
higher track secondary education between cohort 1993 and cohort 1999, as found in 
Chapter 3, did not lead to significant changes in the association between social background 
and the probability of graduating from higher secondary education, contradicting the 
expansion argument of Mare (1981).
Chapter 6 provided evidence that the secondary effects of social background have 
also changed with respect to the post-secondary track choice of graduates from higher 
track secondary education (HAVO and VW O ). According to Mare (1981), the stable 
within-cohort proportions of HAVO and VW O  graduates should lead to a stable 
relationship between social background and the choice for an ambitious post-secondary 
school track, or, in other words, to stable secondary effects of social background. For 
VW O  graduates this holds true. However, for HAVO graduates, the results point in the 
direction of increased social background differences in the choice for an ambitious level of 
post-secondary schooling, net of academic aptitude. Also in contrast to my expectation, 
the probability of not entering a subsequent level of education among HAVO and VW O  
graduates no longer depends on social background in more recent cohorts. Thus, although 
the lower social strata do not always opt for the highest post-secondary school tracks, it 
seems that they have become more aware of the relevance and significance of education 
for their life chances.
Finally, Chapter 4 revealed that the impact of social background on the choice 
between non-promotion and enrolment in a lower secondary school track, controlling for 
children’s academic performance (i.e. secondary effects), has hardly changed over the 
cohorts. It was hypothesized that the in 1999 introduced pre-vocational secondary 
education (VMBO) had strengthened the relationship between social background and this 
particular choice, as a result of the negative image of the VMBO track. Surprisingly, our 
data found no evidence for this ‘VMBO effect’. Neither did Chapter 5 find an effect of 
establishment of VMBO when studying social inequality in higher secondary school success 
for those enrolled in the higher track of secondary education. Perhaps our youngest 
cohort is only slightly affected by the negative reports and unsympathetic commentary 
from parents and educators regarding VMBO. Whether the ‘VMBO effect’ plays a larger 
part in the educational decisions of more recent cohorts is a subject for future research.
7.2.3 The bottom line
Considering the main findings of this study, it is now time to answer my guiding research 
questions: To what extent do prim ary and secondary effects o f social background affect 
subsequent educational transitions throughout children’s educational career.? And, To 
what extent have these effects changed over time? Unmistakably, socio-economic 
background was and still is important in determining children’s educational transitions and
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decisions in the Netherlands. Children from high socio-economic backgrounds tend on 
average to take up more ambitious educational options compared to those from less 
advantaged socio-economic backgrounds, independent of the stage of the educational 
career. Thus, the picture of education as an important vehicle for social reproduction still 
holds true. Education is a key means for individuals born in the lower social strata to 
break out of their peripheral status, but it also occupies a central position in the process 
of social stratification.
Social inequality in educational opportunities results from social variation in 
children’s academic performance (i.e. primary effects) and social variation in educational 
decisions, net of children’s academic performance (i.e. secondary effects). The magnitude 
of both types of effects depends on the stage of the educational career. As a result of the 
various selection moments throughout the Dutch educational system, based on school 
success determinants such as academic performance, motivation and aspirations, primary 
and secondary effects are most marked at the beginning of the educational career, 
supporting the selection argument of Mare (1981). However, as children’s academic 
performance is the foremost selection and admission criterion in the Dutch educational 
system, the decrease in primary effects throughout the educational career is stronger than 
that of secondary effects. Consequently, primary effects are most important in explaining 
social inequality in the earliest educational transitions, while secondary effects account for 
more of the social background differences in the higher levels of education. To illustrate, 
the secondary effects explained about 42 per cent of social inequality in the transition to 
higher track secondary education. Regarding the probability of obtaining a diploma of 
higher track secondary education, this was about 80 per cent. Additionally, social 
background differences in post-secondary track choice can be attributed almost entirely to 
the secondary effects of social background.
Furthermore, the primary and secondary effects of social background have fluctuated 
to some extent over time. Mare (1981) argued that growing enrolments in the higher 
levels of education have led to a more heterogeneous group of pupils in terms of 
performance, motivation and aspirations. Assuming that the within-group heterogeneity of 
the lower social strata is larger than that of the higher social strata (i.e. an association 
between social background and children’s individual characteristics), social inequality at the 
more advanced stages of the educational career should increase over time. However, this 
study provides little evidence of this process. Hence, explanations of the changes in the 
primary and secondary effects must be sought mainly in other directions.
Of course, the fluctuations in the primary and secondary effects of social background 
have had consequences for the share of these effects in explaining social background 
differences in educational opportunity. The relative importance of the secondary effects in 
the transition to higher track secondary education decreased slightly, from 47 per cent in 
cohort 1965 to 42 per cent in cohort 1999. The relative importance of the secondary 
effects with respect to obtaining a diploma of higher track secondary education for pupils
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initially enrolled in the lower track remained rather stable. In cohort 1977 it was 77 per 
cent and in cohort 1999 80 per cent. A stronger increase was observed for those initially 
enrolled in higher track secondary education. Here, the relative importance of the 
secondary effects increased from 78 per cent in cohort 1977 to 87 per cent in cohort 
1999. Overall, it can be concluded that the effects of social background at the start of the 
educational career are increasingly attributable to primary effects, whereas in later phases 
of schooling, the secondary effects of social background are more important.
7.3 Placing prim ary and secondary effects into perspective
This study considered trends in social inequality and, more specifically, in the primary and 
secondary effects of social background with respect to successive educational transitions. 
To obtain a more general picture, I now relate the findings on the primary and secondary 
effects to developments in the overall effects of social background over transitions and 
over time, as displayed in Figure 7.1.
Figure 7.1 Developments in the total effect of parental education (6-16) over transitions and over 
time (odds ratios)a,b
1.40
1965 1977 1989 1993 1999
■ Transition to higher track secondary education
■ Diploma higher track secondary education (for pupils enrolled in the lower track)
■ Diploma higher track secondary education (for pupils enrolled in the higher track)
■ Transition to higher vocational education (HBO) (for HAVO graduates)
■ Transition to university (WO) (for VWO graduates)
a The odds ratios are determined by means of a series of logistic regression models with the transition probability as the 
dependent variable and parental education as the independent variable.
b Appendix 7.1 provides an overview of the predicted odds of subsequent educational transitions for children with the 




A first feature that stands out in Figure 7.1 is that social inequality is most evident at the 
beginning of the educational career and then declines with each successive educational 
transition. This finding is in line with prior research on educational inequality (e.g. Mare, 
1980; Shavit & Blossfeld, 1993; Müller & Karle, 1993; Sieben, 2001) and can be explained 
by the fact that students become less dependent on the preferences and resources of 
their parents as they grow older. Young people become more able to make their own 
decisions, independent of their social background. Additionally, the increased 
homogenization throughout schooling that results from the Dutch multi-track educational 
system might offer another explanation for the declining effect of social background over 
transitions. On the other hand, the results of this study indicate that the relevance of the 
secondary effects in explaining social inequality increases over the course of the 
educational career. This implies that although social inequality declines throughout the 
educational career as a result of the growing independence of youngsters and increased 
homogenization, the link between educational decisions and social background still 
persists. Most likely, as they mature, individuals do not abandon the cultural values, 
attitudes and beliefs that they acquired during their socialization years. The continued 
emphasis on the value of schooling in the socialization of high-status children prompts 
these children to risk enrolling in ambitious levels of schooling more than low-status 
children, who are perhaps raised with a lesser emphasis on the importance of education, 
even with increasing age.
Figure 7.1 further shows inter-cohort changes in the determination of children’s 
educational transitions by social background. Developments in social inequality differ for 
the various educational transitions. First, social inequality in the transition to higher track 
secondary education did not change in a linear fashion. A sharp drop in the effect of social 
background is observed between cohort 1965 and cohort 1977, followed by an increase 
between cohort 1977 and cohort 1993. However, after 1993, the effect of social 
background started to decrease again. Since the secondary effects did not change 
throughout this time period, as shown in Chapter 3, changes in the primary effects are 
solely responsible for these fluctuations.
The odds ratios further show that social inequality in obtaining a diploma of higher 
track secondary education for children who initially enrolled in the lower track increased 
until cohort 1993, but then sharply decreased. Chapter 5 demonstrated that these 
changes in social inequality are the exclusive outcome of changes in the primary effects of 
social background. For those who initially enrolled in the higher track of secondary 
education, social inequality in obtaining a diploma from this higher track of secondary 
education increased across all cohorts, particularly between school entry cohorts 1989 
and 1999. Whereas increased primary and secondary effects of social background account 
for the increase in social inequality between cohort 1989 and cohort 1993, only secondary 




The picture of inter-cohort change in the effect of social background on the 
transition to tertiary education (HBO or university) shows a development towards more 
openness. Social inequality in the probability of entering HBO among HAVO graduates 
declined between cohort 1977 and cohort 1993. A similar positive development was 
observed for VW O  graduates regarding the probability of entering university. As social 
background differences in academic aptitude play no role of significance in explaining social 
inequality in the transition to post-secondary schooling, as shown in Chapter 6, the 
decline in social background effects is exclusively the result of decreased secondary effects 
of social background. In sum, I can conclude that the decline in social inequality in 
educational opportunity, as previously found by De Graaf and Ganzeboom (1993), has not 
yet come to an end.
Data on more recent cohorts generally point in the direction of decreasing social 
background effects on subsequent educational transitions. The only exception to this 
downward trend is the increase in social inequality in the likelihood of obtaining a diploma 
of higher track secondary education for those enrolled in the higher track after leaving 
primary school. In general, the decline of social inequality over transitions together with 
the decline of social inequality over time is likely to result in a declining inequality in the 
final level of education completed over time (Mare, 1981). Therefore, I conclude that the 
Dutch educational system increasingly operates on meritocratic principles.
Little evidence was found to support the notion that educational expansion and 
reform are important factors in reducing educational stratification in the Netherlands. 
Earlier empirical studies for other countries also demonstrated that educational expansion 
and reform must not be perceived as great social levellers (Björklund et al., 2003, for 
Sweden; Esping-Andersen, 2004, for eight European countries and the USA; Torche, 2005, 
for Chile). Therefore, we must look for other factors in order to explain the decline in 
inequality of educational opportunity between social status groups. Speculatively, we 
propose the hypothesis that parental attitudes and values towards education in the lower 
social strata have changed in the direction of those of the higher social strata. Perhaps 
parents from low socio-economic backgrounds increasingly realize the importance of 
education in improving their children’s life chances. They might therefore spend more 
time and effort helping their children to obtain a high academic performance level 
(although it must be acknowledged that the analysis presented in Chapter 3 does not 
support this). At the same time, less advantaged children might make more ambitious 
educational decisions. It will be the task of subsequent work to find the actual explanations 
for the decline in social inequality in educational transitions in the Netherlands.
7.4 Implications fo r the current educational situation
Considering that educational inequality already manifests at the start of children’s 
schooling and that it is the forerunner of inequalities later in the educational career, it 
seems that the race is already halfway run at a very early age. The unequal distribution of
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cognitive and cultural assets in the parental home of young children means that children 
from a low socio-economic background start with a disadvantage in education which 
remains as the educational career progresses. A highly important task for policymakers 
and educators should therefore be counselling or preventing these early inequalities in 
educational skills. A seemingly effective way to achieve this is the introduction of 
educational programmes in the pre-school and early school years that offset or 
compensate for the poor home conditions of children from less advantaged social 
backgrounds. These will likely narrow the early performance gap between high-status and 
low-status children. If low-status children can keep up with the others in school, 
differences in transition behaviour between them and high-status children are likely to 
diminish (i.e. reduced primary effects). Moreover, the increased confidence of low-status 
parents in the capacities of their children as a result of these early educational 
programmes might weaken the association between social background and children’s 
educational transitions (i.e. reduce the secondary effects).
This study found that throughout the educational career, high-status children opt on 
average for more ambitious and higher educational directions than low-status children. As 
schools are presumably well able to assess pupils’ capacities and interests, perhaps better 
than parents, they could play a greater role in helping pupils and parents to make the 
appropriate educational decisions regarding track choice and switching behaviour. As such, 
low-status parents might get to know the true performance capabilities of their children, 
by which they avoid opting for an educational level below their children’s skills level. 
Consequently, children’s transition and switching behaviour could become more 
meritocratic. Note, however, that some schools may join in the reasoning that the lower 
levels of education are most suitable for children from low socio-economic backgrounds.
7.5 Suggestions fo r future research
This study has expanded our knowledge of social inequality in educational success over 
transitions and over time in Dutch society. Of course there are interesting and important 
issues that were not addressed in this study. This chapter has already provided some 
suggestions for future research directions. This final section provides some additional 
suggestions that could lead to further progress in the field of educational research.
First, the argumentation of Boudon that the primary effects of social background 
result from social differentiation in cultural and intellectual socialization and genetic 
factors, whereas secondary effects are explained by social differentiation in rational cost- 
benefit evaluations, is influential in the literature on educational inequality (e.g. Barone, 
2006; Boudon, 1974; Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997; Breen et al., 2009; Goldthorpe, 1996; 
Jackson et al., 2007; Need & De Jong, 2001; Van der Werfhorst & Hofstede, 2007). The 
current study followed this conventional theoretical position. However, Nash (2003; 
2006) states that it is unnecessary to conceptually distinguish between the primary and 
secondary effects, as the mechanisms responsible for these effects are the same. Following
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the theory of Bourdieu and Passeron ([1977] 1990), he asserts that the habitus of 
individuals, referring to the embodiment of social norms, understandings and patterns of 
behaviour that belong to the social status group, determines individual action, rather than 
rational decision making. Socialization practices account for both the primary and 
secondary effects, thus making the theoretical distinction redundant. However, a recent 
study by Van der Werfhorst and Hofstede (2007) showed that cultural resources provide 
an important explanation for understanding the primary effects of social background, but 
not for understanding the secondary effects. The secondary effects are related more to 
relative risk aversion mechanisms (Van der Werfhorst & Hofstede, 2007). These findings 
contrast with the argument of Nash, as they advocate for the theoretical distinction 
between the primary and secondary effects. Nevertheless, in general, social scientists have 
devoted limited attention to the mechanisms behind the primary and, more notably, the 
secondary effects (Gabay-Egozi, Shavit & Yaish, 2009; Stocké, 2007). These mechanisms 
warrant further academic attention.
Second, children’s academic performance holds a central position in the relationship 
between social background and educational success. It would be interesting to take a 
closer look at the relevance of children’s motivation or efforts in this relationship. This 
would enable us to better understand the primary and secondary effects of social 
background. It would also contribute to further reduce unobserved heterogeneity, 
diminishing upward bias in the effect of social background. Additionally, it would provide 
more insight into the extent to which the Dutch educational system works according to 
meritocratic principles. The current study has given us a first impression in this regard. But 
to truly assess the meritocratic character of Dutch schooling, looking at children’s 
academic performance is not sufficient. Following Young (1958), it is necessary to also 
include children’s efforts and motivation.
Third, in comparison to British society and Swedes in Stockholm (Erikson, 2007; 
Jackson et al., 2007), this study found a somewhat modest increase in the relative 
importance of the primary effects of social background with respect to the transition to 
higher track secondary education. The fact that these other studies took social class as 
indicator of social background and not parental education might partly account for these 
different results. Another reason for these country differences might lie in the 
organization and structure of the various educational systems. To what extent and why do 
countries differ in the (relative importance of) primary and secondary effects with respect 
to various educational transitions is an interesting question and deserves more attention in 
future research.
Fourth, with respect to children’s educational success, not only is social background 
important, other ascriptive characteristics, such as gender and ethnicity, make a difference 
as well. Although the principal focus of this study was on social background differences in 
educational success, Chapter 4 and Chapter 6 of this study showed that both gender and 
ethnic background clearly affect children’s educational decisions. A  drawback of the
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modelling strategy adopted in Chapter 3 and Chapter 5 to estimate the (relative 
importance of the) primary and secondary effects (i.e. counterfactual analysis) is that it 
does not allow the inclusion of variables such as gender, ethnicity and other controls, 
meaning that social background effects might be overestimated. Future research using 
other methods might show whether this is the case. Furthermore, as girls and boys differ 
in their track choices and mobility strategies, as do ethnic minorities relative to the native 
population, it is worthwhile to further investigate (trends in) educational disparities 
between these groups and their causes. To what extent are primary and secondary effects 
of importance for gendered and ethnic educational inequalities?
In line with other Dutch stratification studies, this study took parental education as 
its indicator for social background, referring to the educational level of the highest 
educated parent. My final suggestion for future research is based on a key conclusion of 
Bakker and Cremers (1994), namely that the effect of fathers’ education on secondary 
track choice has decreased over time, whereas the effect of mothers’ education has 
increased. Similarly, Stocké (2007) found for Germany that mothers’ rather than fathers’ 
status characteristics are more important sources for both the primary and secondary 
effects on secondary track choice. Future avenues of Dutch educational research might 
investigate whether primary and secondary effects differ for various social background 
indicators, such as the educational and occupational attainment of the mother, the 
educational and occupational attainment of the father and parental income.
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Appendix 7 .1 Predicted odds of subsequent educational transitions for children with the lowest educated parents (number 
of school years = 6) and children with the highest educated parents (number of school years = 16)
1965 1977 1989 1993 1999
Predicted Predicted Predicted Predicted Predicted
odds odds odds odds odds
Transition to higher track secondary education
Lowest educated parents 0.05 0.10 0.07 0.07 0.20
Highest educated parents 0.57 0.59 0.61 0.61 0.69
Obtaining a diploma of higher track secondary education 
(for pupils enrolled in the lower track)
Lowest educated parents 0.05 0.02 0.01 0.02
Highest educated parents 0.24 0. 12 0.10 0.08
Obtaining a diploma of higher track secondary education 
(for pupils enrolled in the higher track)
Low est educated parents 0.70 0.64 0.58 0.63
Highest educated parents 0.84 0.81 0.82 0.83
Transition to higher vocational education (HBO) 
(for HAVO graduates)
Low est educated parents 0.27 0.44 0.55
Highest educated parents 0.41 0.52 0.60
Transition to university (W O) (for V W O  graduates)
Low est educated parents 0.31 0.37 0.43
Highest educated parents 0.57 0.59 0.59
Source: VJTJ (1965), SMVO (1977). V O C L (1989. 1993, 1999)

Samenvatting (Summary in Dutch)
Inleiding
Onderwijs is een van de belangrijkste determinanten -  zo niet de belangrijkste -  van 
maatschappelijk succes. Sociaal-wetenschappelijk onderzoek toont aan dat een hoger 
opleidingsniveau leidt tot betere kansen op de arbeidsmarkt, een hoger inkomen, meer 
cultuurdeelname en zelfs een langer en gezonder leven. Een belangrijke taak van het 
onderwijs is het bieden van gelijke kansen aan kinderen, ongeacht herkomst of 
achtergrond, waardoor ze volwaardig kunnen meedoen in onze samenleving. Toch zijn de 
kansen en mogelijkheden in het onderwijs ongelijk verdeeld tussen sociaal-economische 
groepen. Kinderen uit de hoge sociale milieus blijven langer in het onderwijs en kiezen 
voor hogere niveaus dan kinderen uit de lage sociale milieus, waardoor ze hoger in het 
onderwijs eindigen. Op deze manier worden de ongelijkheden in de maatschappij 
gereproduceerd. Dit proefschrift richt zich op het in kaart brengen en het verklaren van 
de relatie tussen het ouderlijk sociaal-economische milieu en de onderwijskansen van 
kinderen.
Lange tijd hing het schoolsucces van kinderen in sterke mate af van het sociaal- 
economische milieu waaruit zij afkomstig waren. Tegenwoordig ligt de nadruk op 
prestaties en inzet. Er wordt gestreefd naar gelijke onderwijskansen, oftewel een 
onderwijssysteem dat werkt volgens meritocratische principes. Echter, leerprestaties 
hangen nog steeds in sterke mate samen met sociale herkomst, waardoor sociale 
herkomst een belangrijke factor blijft in het onderwijssysteem. Ouders uit de hoge sociale 
milieus beschikken over veel en superieure economische, culturele en sociale hulpbronnen 
die zij kunnen inzetten om het prestatieniveau van hun kinderen te verbeteren. Daarnaast 
kunnen genetische factoren zorgen voor milieuverschillen in prestatieniveau. De effecten 
van sociaal milieu op de prestaties van kinderen in het onderwijs zijn door Boudon (1974) 
aangeduid als de primaire effecten van sociaal milieu.
Boudon onderscheidt naast de primaire effecten van sociaal milieu, ook secundaire 
effecten (1974). Secundaire effecten van sociaal milieu verwijzen naar milieuverschillen in 
onderwijsbeslissingen, gegeven het prestatieniveau van de kinderen. Bij een gelijk 
prestatieniveau maken kinderen uit de hoge sociale milieus over het algemeen meer 
ambitieuze onderwijsbeslissingen dan kinderen uit de lage sociale milieus. Dit komt omdat 
de perceptie van de kosten en baten van het te volgen onderwijs, alsook de inschatting van 
de succeskans, verschilt tussen de verschillende sociale milieus. De hogere sociale milieus 
kunnen de (sociale) kosten van het onderwijs gemakkelijker opbrengen en ze verwachten 
meer profijt te hebben van het gevolgde onderwijs dan de lagere sociale milieus. Daarnaast 
hebben ze meer kennis van en ervaring met de hogere onderwijsvormen, waardoor ze de 
kans van slagen in het hoger onderwijs beter kunnen inschatten.
Het meeste onderzoek naar onderwijsongelijkheid besteedt geen aandacht aan
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primaire en secundaire effecten van sociaal milieu, maar richt zich op het vaststellen en 
verklaren van het totale milieueffect. In dit proefschrift staan echter de primaire en 
secundaire effecten van sociaal milieu centraal. Onderzoek naar deze effecten is van 
(maatschappelijk) belang omdat het meer inzicht verschaft in de mechanismen die ten 
grondslag liggen aan de ongelijkheid in het Nederlandse onderwijssysteem. Dit proefschrift 
onderzoekt daarom in hoeverre de primaire en secundaire effecten van sociaal milieu een 
rol spelen bij verschillende keuzemomenten in de onderwijsloopbaan. Daarbij wordt niet 
alleen gekeken naar de omvang van de primaire en secundaire effecten van sociaal milieu, 
maar ook naar het relatieve belang van deze effecten gedurende de onderwijsloopbaan. 
Het sociale milieu is vastgesteld aan de hand van het hoogst behaalde ouderlijke 
opleidingsniveau.
De primaire en secundaire effecten van sociaal milieu worden in dit onderzoek 
bestudeerd aan de hand van vijf cohorten Nederlandse leerlingen die samen een periode 
van 34 jaar bestrijken (schoolcohort 1965 -  schoolcohort 1999). Hiermee is het mogelijk 
om lange termijn ontwikkelingen in (het relatieve belang van) de primaire en secundaire 
effecten inzichtelijk te maken. De twee algemene onderzoeksvragen luiden als volgt:
1. In hoeverre beïnvloeden de primaire en secundaire effecten van sociaal milieu de 
verschillende onderwijstransities in het Nederlandse onderwijssysteem?
2. In hoeverre zijn deze effecten veranderd in de loop der tijd,?
De vijf empirische hoofdstukken in dit proefschrift bekijken (trends in) de primaire en 
secundaire effecten voor de verschillende fasen in het Nederlands onderwijssysteem: het 
basisonderwijs (Hoofdstuk 2), het voortgezet onderwijs (Hoofdstuk 3, 4 en 5) en het 
hoger onderwijs (Hoofdstuk 6). Onderstaand worden de belangrijkste resultaten van ieder 
empirisch hoofdstuk kort besproken. De laatste paragraaf geeft antwoord op de algemene 
onderzoeksvragen en draagt enkele suggesties aan voor toekomstig onderzoek.
H oofdstuk 2: Sociale ongelijkheid in schoolprestaties gedurende het 
basisonderw ijs
Sociale ongelijkheid is al zichtbaar aan het begin van de onderwijsloopbaan. Kinderen uit 
de hoge sociale milieus presteren gemiddeld beter in het basisonderwijs dan kinderen uit 
de lage sociale milieus. Hoofdstuk 2 gaat allereerst na in hoeverre deze milieuverschillen in 
prestatieniveau, oftewel primaire effecten van sociaal milieu, kunnen worden 
toegeschreven aan verschillen in de ouderlijke leessocialisatie en ouderlijke betrokkenheid. 
Uit onderzoek blijkt dat ouders uit de hogere sociale milieus hun kinderen meer 
stimuleren om boeken te lezen en daarnaast meer betrokken zijn bij school dan ouders uit 
de lagere sociale milieus, waardoor de verwachting is dat kinderen uit de hogere sociale 
milieus in het voordeel zijn op de basisschool.
Educatieve investeringen in de vroege kindertijd vergroten de kans op een
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voorspoedige onderwijsloopbaan en maatschappelijke carrière. Naar alle waarschijnlijkheid 
hebben de ouderlijke leessocialisatie en betrokkenheid van ouders in het begin van de 
onderwijsloopbaan een positieve uitwerking op de schoolprestaties van kinderen in de 
eerste jaren van het basisonderwijs, maar spelen ze in de latere jaren ook een belangrijke 
rol. Dit hoofdstuk bekijkt tevens in hoeverre de effecten van de ouderlijke leessocialisatie 
en ouderlijke betrokkenheid direct van invloed zijn op de latere prestaties in het 
basisonderwijs, of indirect via eerder behaalde prestaties. Daarnaast worden de totale 
lange termijn effecten van de ouderlijke leessocialisatie en betrokkenheid in het 
basisonderwijs getoetst. De verwachting is dat kinderen opgegroeid in een gunstig 
leesklimaat en met betrokken ouders relatief weinig moeite hebben met de leerstof in de 
eerste jaren van het basisonderwijs, waardoor ze de moeilijkere stof op de hogere niveaus 
beter kunnen verwerken dan kinderen uit minder gunstige milieus. Het verschil in 
prestatievaardigheden tussen kinderen met een gunstige en minder gunstige achtergrond 
zal dus hoogstwaarschijnlijk toenemen gedurende de basisschoolperiode. De 
verwachtingen zijn getoetst aan de hand van vier metingen van het Nederlandse 
Cohortonderzoek Primair Onderwijs (PRIMA). De leerlingen die zich in schooljaar 
1996/97 in groep 2 van het basisonderwijs bevonden, zijn over de tijd gevolgd. 
Gestandaardiseerde taal- en rekenscores zijn gebruikt als indicatoren voor de 
schoolprestaties van kinderen.
De resultaten wijzen op een sterke, positieve relatie tussen enerzijds het ouderlijke 
opleidingsniveau en anderzijds de taal- en rekenprestaties van kinderen in de verschillende 
basisschoolgroepen. Ouderlijke leessocialisatie en de ouderlijke betrokkenheid bieden een 
gedeeltelijke verklaring voor de milieuverschillen in schoolprestaties, vooral als het gaat 
om taal. Verder is aangetoond dat zowel de ouderlijke leessocialisatie als de ouderlijke 
betrokkenheid de taalprestaties van kinderen positief beïnvloeden. In het geval van 
rekenen heeft alleen de ouderlijke betrokkenheid een positief effect in het begin van het 
basisonderwijs. De ouderlijke leessocialisatie en ouderlijke betrokkenheid oefenen in de 
meeste groepen van het basisonderwijs een directe invloed uit op de taalprestaties van 
kinderen. Echter, het grootste gedeelte van de effecten is indirect en loopt via de eerder 
behaalde taalprestaties in het basisonderwijs.
De bevindingen laten verder zien dat de taalvoorsprong van kinderen met hoog 
opgeleide ouders ten opzichte van kinderen met laag opgeleide ouders toeneemt 
gedurende de basisschoolperiode. Opvallend is dat het tegenovergestelde resultaat 
gevonden wordt voor rekenen. Het verschil in rekenprestaties tussen kinderen van hoog 
en laag opgeleide ouders neemt af naarmate het basisonderwijs vordert. Verder laten de 
resultaten zien dat door een intensieve leesbegeleiding en het lezen van (veel) boeken en 
kranten, ouders een positieve bijdrage kunnen leveren aan de taalontwikkeling van 
kinderen in het basisonderwijs. Een belangrijke conclusie van dit hoofdstuk is dat het 
opgroeien in een omgeving waar veel aandacht is voor lezen en taal, positief bijdraagt aan 
de taalontwikkeling van kinderen. Het belang van de ouderlijke leesbegeleiding voor de
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rekenprestaties van kinderen neemt geleidelijk af gedurende het basisonderwijs. De 
ouderlijke betrokkenheid heeft een positieve invloed op de taal- een rekenprestaties van 
kinderen in het begin van het basisonderwijs, maar in de latere jaren is deze factor minder 
van belang. Blijkbaar zijn kinderen van minder betrokken ouders in staat om een gedeelte 
van hun initiële taal- en rekenachterstand ten opzichte van kinderen van betrokken ouders 
goed te maken.
H oofdstuk 3: De prim aire en secundaire effecten van sociaal m ilieu op de 
transitie  naar het hoger voortgezet onderw ijs
Aan het eind van het laatste jaar van de basisschool staan ouders en kind samen voor een 
belangrijke keuze die in sterke mate bepalend is voor de verdere onderwijsloopbaan, te 
weten de keuze voor een type voortgezet onderwijs. Deze keuze is nog altijd in sterke 
mate afhankelijk van het sociaal milieu waarin kinderen opgroeien; kinderen uit de hoge 
sociale milieus kiezen voor hogere niveaus in het voortgezet onderwijs dan kinderen uit 
de lage sociale milieus. Met behulp van Boudon’s onderscheid tussen de primaire en 
secundaire effecten (1974) is onderzocht op wat voor wijze het effect van sociaal milieu 
op de keuze voor een type voortgezet onderwijs behouden blijft. Door vijf cohorten 
leerlingen te vergelijken (schoolcohort 1965 -  schoolcohort 1999) worden lange termijn 
ontwikkelingen in (het relatieve belang) van de primaire en secundaire effecten van sociaal 
milieu op de transitie naar het hoger voortgezet onderwijs (HAVO of VW O) zichtbaar.
De resultaten van deze studie wijzen uit dat over de jaren steeds meer kinderen de 
overstap maken naar de HAVO of het VW O  na van het basisonderwijs. Het zijn echter 
nog altijd de kinderen van hoog opgeleide ouders die eerder voor het hoger voortgezet 
onderwijs kiezen dan kinderen van laag opgeleide ouders. Deze milieuverschillen in 
onderwijskeuze kunnen toegeschreven worden aan zowel de primaire als de secundaire 
effecten van sociaal milieu. Kinderen van hoog opgeleide ouders presteren beter dan 
kinderen van laag opgeleide ouders, waardoor ze in hogere onderwijstypes terechtkomen. 
Maar ook bij hetzelfde prestatieniveau, kiezen kinderen van hoog opgeleide ouders voor 
hogere niveaus dan kinderen van laag opgeleide ouders.
Tussen de schoolcohorten 1965 en 1993 zijn de primaire effecten van sociaal milieu 
toegenomen. Dit komt hoogstwaarschijnlijk door het toegenomen belang van onderwijs 
voor maatschappelijk succes. Ouders zien het verhogen van het prestatieniveau van hun 
kinderen als een manier om ze een succesvolle onderwijsloopbaan te bezorgen, en 
daarmee een goede toekomst. Aangezien hoog opgeleide ouders over meer en betere 
hulpbronnen beschikken dan laag opgeleide ouders, slagen zij hier beter in. Na 
schoolcohort 1993 zijn de primaire effecten echter afgenomen. De vraag is waarom de 
hoog opgeleide ouders er niet in geslaagd zijn hun voordeel te behouden. De secundaire 
effecten van sociaal milieu op de transitie naar het voortgezet onderwijs zijn vrij stabiel 
gebleven tussen cohort 1965 en cohort 1999. De afnemende kosten en toenemende 
relevantie van het onderwijs, alsook de veranderingen in de gepercipieerde slagingskans,
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vooral onder de lager opgeleiden, hebben de milieuverschillen in onderwijskeuze dus niet 
gereduceerd.
Als gevolg van deze ontwikkelingen is het relatieve belang van de primaire effecten in 
het verklaren van de onderwijsongelijkheid in de transitie naar het hoger voortgezet 
onderwijs enigszins toegenomen. In cohort 1965 was het relatieve belang van de primaire 
effecten 53 procent in vergelijking met 58 procent in cohort 1999.
H oofdstuk 4 : Sociaal milieu en de keuze tussen zittenblijven en afstrom en
De invloed van sociaal milieu speelt een rol bij de overgang van het basisonderwijs naar 
het voortgezet onderwijs, maar ook op keuzemomenten tijdens het voortgezet onderwijs 
zullen de hoge sociale milieus andere beslissingen nemen dan de lage sociale milieus. 
Wetenschappelijk onderzoek heeft hier echter nog weinig aandacht voor. Een belangrijk 
keuzemoment in het voortgezet onderwijs vindt plaats als leerlingen aan het einde van een 
schooljaar onvoldoende hebben gepresteerd om over te gaan. Er moet dan besloten 
worden of de leerling het jaar nog een keer overdoet of dat de leerling afstroomt naar een 
lager schooltype. Afstroom naar een lager schooltype heeft een belemmerende uitwerking 
op het behalen van een hoog opleidingsniveau. Naar verwachting zijn het vooral de ouders 
en kinderen uit de hoge sociale milieus die afstroom vermijden en liever kiezen voor een 
jaar doubleren.
De aanwezigheid van deze secundaire milieueffecten is onderzocht voor drie 
cohorten Nederlandse leerlingen die in respectievelijk schooljaar 1989/1990, 1993/1994 
en 1999/2000 in de eerste klas van het voortgezet onderwijs zaten. Hierdoor kon worden 
nagegaan in hoeverre de invoering van het voorbereidend middelbaar beroepsonderwijs 
(VMBO) consequenties heeft gehad voor de invloed van sociaal milieu op de keuze 
zittenblijven versus afstromen. Door het slechte imago van dit nieuwe onderwijstype is het 
te verwachten dat de invloed van sociaal milieu op de keuze zittenblijven versus afstromen 
is toegenomen in het hoger voortgezet onderwijs, vooral voor HAVO leerlingen.
De kansverhouding van afstromen ten opzichte van zittenblijven is, zoals verwacht, 
voor kinderen van hoog opgeleide ouders veel kleiner dan voor kinderen van laag 
opgeleide ouders, ook wanneer rekening wordt genomen met verschillen in gemeten 
begaafdheid. Er is dus sprake van secundaire milieueffecten. Dit komt ook naar voren als 
gekeken wordt naar de wijze van vertrek: de relatieve kansen om af te stromen naar een 
lager schooltype ten opzichte van vertraagd met diploma het onderwijs te verlaten zijn 
kleiner voor kinderen met hoog opgeleide ouders dan voor kinderen met laag opgeleide 
ouders. Hoog opgeleide ouders handhaven hun kinderen op deze manier in de hogere 
typen van het voortgezet onderwijs, waardoor de stap naar het tertiair onderwijs voor de 
hand ligt en de kans groot is dat de kinderen goed terechtkomen op de arbeidsmarkt. 
Verrassenderwijs blijkt de dreiging van het VMBO niet zo groot te zijn dat hoog opgeleide 
ouders afstromen in sterkere mate willen voorkomen dan ten tijde van de oude 
onderwijsstructuur.
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H oofdstuk 5: De prim aire en secundaire effecten van sociaal milieu op het 
behalen van een diploma in het hoger voortgezet onderw ijs
Leerlingen met een HAVO of VW O  diploma in het bezit kunnen doorstromen naar het 
tertiair onderwijs (HBO of universiteit). Hoofdstuk 5 onderzoekt de relatie tussen sociaal 
milieu en de kans op het behalen van een HAVO of VW O  diploma. Deze relatie hangt 
natuurlijk in sterke mate af van milieuverschillen in de keuze voor een type voortgezet 
onderwijs na de basisschool, maar ook van het feit dat kinderen uit verschillende sociale 
milieus niet dezelfde beslissingen maken in het voortgezet onderwijs. Hoofdstuk 4 toonde 
al aan dat kinderen uit de hoge sociale milieus eerder kiezen voor een jaar doubleren dan 
voor afstromen naar een lager schooltype in vergelijking met kinderen uit de lage sociale 
milieus. Het is tevens te verwachten dat kinderen uit de hoge sociale milieus eerder 
opstromen naar een hoger schooltype dan kinderen uit de lagere sociale milieus. Door de 
meer ambitieuze onderwijsbeslissingen zullen kinderen uit de hoge sociale milieus eerder 
een HAVO of VW O  diploma behalen dan kinderen met een minder gunstige achtergrond. 
Hoofdstuk 5 tracht uit te zoeken in hoeverre dit het geval is voor kinderen die zijn 
ingestroomd in het lager voortgezet onderwijs (LBO of MAVO) en voor kinderen die zijn 
ingestroomd in het hoger voortgezet onderwijs (HAVO of VW O). Door vier cohorten 
Nederlandse leerlingen (1977, 1989, 1993 en 1999) met elkaar te vergelijken wordt tevens 
duidelijk in hoeverre het belang van sociaal milieu voor het behalen van een HAVO of 
VW O  diploma is veranderd over de tijd. Om meer inzicht te krijgen in de wijze waarop 
deze sociale ongelijkheid tot stand komt, is ook in dit hoofdstuk gekeken naar het 
(relatieve) belang van de primaire en secundaire effecten van sociaal milieu, en 
veranderingen daarin over de tijd.
Voor alle cohorten geldt dat kinderen van hoog opgeleide ouders inderdaad eerder 
een HAVO of VW O  diploma behalen dan kinderen van laag opgeleide ouders, ongeacht 
de initiële schoolkeuze na het afronden van de basisschool. Dit impliceert dat, gegeven de 
instroom in HAVO of VW O, kinderen van hoog opgeleide minder snel afstromen naar 
een lager schooltype, maar ook dat ze, gegeven de instroom in LBO of MAVO, eerder 
opstromen naar een hoger schooltype dan kinderen van laag opgeleide ouders.
Verder laten de resultaten zien dat het effect van het sociale milieu op het behalen 
van een HAVO of VW O  diploma enigszins veranderd is over de tijd. De sociale 
ongelijkheid in het behalen van een HAVO of VW O  diploma voor degenen die zijn 
ingestroomd in LBO of MAVO, is groter in cohort 1993 dan in de andere cohorten. Deze 
stijging is uitsluitend het gevolg van toegenomen milieuverschillen in prestatieniveau, 
oftewel primaire effecten. Over het algemeen zijn de primaire en secundaire effecten vrij 
stabiel gebleven over de tijd, waardoor het relatieve belang van deze effecten in het 
verklaren van de sociale ongelijkheid in het behalen van een HAVO of VW O  diploma ook 
nauwelijks veranderd is.
De sociale ongelijkheid in het behalen van een HAVO of VW O diploma, voor 
degenen die zijn ingestroomd in HAVO of VW O  na de basisschool, is toegenomen tussen
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cohort 1989 en cohort 1993. Dit als gevolg van toegenomen primaire en secundaire 
milieueffecten. Na cohort 1993 is het primaire effect van sociaal milieu enigszins afgezwakt, 
waardoor het relatieve belang van de secundaire effecten voor het behalen van een HAVO 
of VW O  diploma is gegroeid.
H oofdstuk 6: Sociale ongelijkheid in de transitie  naar en gedurende het 
te rt ia ir  onderw ijs
Hoofdstuk 6 bekijkt allereerst de invloed van sociaal milieu op de overgang van het hoger 
voortgezet onderwijs (HAVO of VW O ) naar het tertiair onderwijs in historisch 
perspectief (cohort 1977, 1989 en 1993). De verwachting is ook hier dat kinderen uit de 
hoge sociale milieus voor hogere vervolgopleidingen zullen kiezen dan kinderen van lagere 
afkomst. De analyseresultaten wijzen uit dat HAVO gediplomeerden met hoog opgeleide 
ouders inderdaad eerder kiezen voor een HBO opleiding dan HAVO gediplomeerden met 
laag opgeleide ouders. In dezelfde lijn blijken VW O  gediplomeerden met hoog opgeleide 
ouders eerder in te stromen in een universitaire opleiding dan VW O  gediplomeerden met 
laag opgeleide ouders. Deze sociale ongelijkheid in transitiekansen is niet afgenomen over 
de tijd. Echter, de kans op het beëindigen van de schoolloopbaan na het voortgezet 
onderwijs is niet langer afhankelijk van het sociale milieu. Wanneer er rekening wordt 
gehouden met het prestatieniveau van de HAVO- en VW O  gediplomeerden nemen de 
effecten van sociaal milieu nauwelijks af. Dit toont aan dat de effecten van sociaal milieu op 
de transitie naar het tertiair onderwijs direct zijn en dus niet het gevolg zijn van 
milieuverschillen in prestatieniveau. Het gaat hier dus uitsluitend om secundaire 
milieueffecten.
Tevens is gekeken naar het belang van sociaal milieu voor de onderwijsbeslissingen in 
het tertiair onderwijs. Studenten kunnen beslissen om af te stromen naar een lager 
schooltype, om ongediplomeerd het schooltype te verlaten of om succesvol door te 
stromen naar het volgende leerjaar. Voor HBO studenten bestaat ook nog de 
mogelijkheid om op de stromen naar een universitaire studie. De resultaten laten zien dat 
het sociaal milieu duidelijk een minder grote rol speelt bij deze onderwijsbeslissingen dan 
bij de transitie naar het tertiair onderwijs. In lijn der verwachting is de kans om op te 
stromen naar het universitaire niveau groter voor HBO studenten met hoog opgeleide 
ouders dan voor HBO studenten met laag opgeleide ouders. Daarnaast stoppen HBO 
studenten met hoog opgeleide ouders minder snel met hun studie dan HBO studenten 
met laag opgeleide ouders. Wanneer gecontroleerd wordt voor verschillen in 
prestatieniveau blijven ook hier de effecten van sociaal milieu onveranderd. Blijkbaar 
domineren directe oftewel secundaire effecten van sociaal milieu aan het einde van de 
schoolloopbaan. Ten slotte blijkt het effect van sociaal milieu op de onderwijsbeslissingen 
in het tertiair onderwijs niet veranderd te zijn gedurende de afgelopen 20 jaar.
H oofdstuk 7: Conclusie  en discussie
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Geconcludeerd kan worden dat de keuzes en transities in het onderwijs nog steeds in 
sterke mate afhankelijk zijn van het sociale milieu waarin kinderen opgroeien. Gedurende 
de gehele schoolloopbaan maken kinderen uit de hoge sociale milieus meer ambitieuze 
onderwijsbeslissingen dan kinderen uit de lage sociale milieus, waardoor ze hoger in het 
onderwijs eindigen. Het onderwijs werkt dus nog steeds reproducerend. Wie afkomstig is 
uit de goede maatschappelijke milieus heeft de meeste kans om via het onderwijs ook een 
goede maatschappelijke positie te bereiken.
De sociale ongelijkheid in het onderwijssysteem is het gevolg van milieuverschillen in 
prestatieniveau (Boudon’s primaire effecten), maar ook milieuverschillen in 
onderwijskeuze, gegeven het prestatieniveau (Boudon’s secundaire effecten), spelen een 
belangrijke rol. Deze effecten zijn vooral zichtbaar in de eerste fase van de 
schoolloopbaan. De verschillende selectiemomenten in het Nederlandse onderwijssysteem 
zorgen ervoor dat de groep leerlingen steeds homogener wordt in termen van prestaties 
en, in mindere mate, ambities. Als gevolg nemen de secundaire, maar vooral de primaire 
effecten af gedurende de schoolloopbaan. De primaire effecten zijn dus meer 
verantwoordelijk voor de sociale ongelijkheid in het begin van de schoolloopbaan, daar 
waar de secundaire effecten een grotere rol spelen in de totstandkoming van de 
ongelijkheid aan het einde van de schoolloopbaan. Het (relatieve) belang van de primaire 
en secundaire milieueffecten voor de verschillende onderwijstransities is ook enigszins 
veranderd over de tijd. Het gaat hier echter meer om schommelingen dan om een 
eenduidige trend.
Bijdrage aan de wetenschap
In de jaren ’70 is vastgesteld dat de sociale ongelijkheid in het onderwijs het resultaat is 
van twee verschillende effecten, de zogenaamde primaire en secundaire effecten van 
sociaal milieu (Boudon, 1974). Het is pas de laatste jaren dat onderzoekers zich meer zijn 
gaan bezighouden met het bestuderen van deze milieueffecten. In dit proefschrift zijn de 
primaire en secundaire effecten van sociaal milieu in het Nederlandse onderwijs uitgebreid 
onderzocht met behulp van verschillende onderzoeksmethoden. Vooruitgang is geboekt 
door niet alleen te kijken naar de omvang, maar ook naar het relatieve belang van deze 
effecten. Bovendien zijn alle belangrijke onderwijstransities- en beslissingen in het 
Nederlandse onderwijs aan bod gekomen; niet alleen de transities tussen de 
onderwijsniveaus (van het basisonderwijs naar het voorgezet onderwijs en van het 
voortgezet onderwijs naar het hoger onderwijs), maar ook de transities en beslissingen in  
het voortgezet en hoger onderwijs. Hierdoor is duidelijk geworden dat sociaal milieu een 
rol speelt gedurende de gehele schoolloopbaan.
Door gebruik te maken van vijf cohortbestanden -  lopend van 1965 tot 1999 - 
waarin leerlingen gevolgd zijn vanaf het eerste jaar in het voortgezet onderwijs, werd het 
tevens mogelijk om historische veranderingen in de primaire en secundaire effecten van 
sociaal milieu te onderzoeken. Nationaal en internationaal trendonderzoek naar de
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primaire en secundaire effecten van sociaal milieu is over het algemeen gebaseerd op 
slechts twee of drie cohorten, waardoor historische veranderingen minder snel zichtbaar 
worden. Bovendien is schoolcohort 1999 nog nauwelijks onderzocht in Nederlands 
onderwijsonderzoek. Hiermee verschaft dit proefschrift een meer actueel beeld van de 
onderwijsongelijkheid in Nederland.
Aanbevelingen voor toekomstig onderzoek
Ter afsluiting worden enkele suggesties voor toekomstig onderzoek aangedragen. 
Allereerst, in onderzoek naar onderwijsongelijkheid wordt veelal verondersteld dat 
milieuverschillen in de culturele socialisatie en genetische aanleg ten grondslag liggen aan 
de primaire effecten van sociaal milieu. De secundaire effecten van sociaal milieu zouden 
meer het gevolg zijn van het feit dat de lagere sociale milieus hogere (sociale) kosten en 
minder voordelen verwachten van het gevolgde onderwijs dan de hogere sociale milieus. 
Dit is ook het uitgangspunt geweest in deze studie. Er is echter nog weinig onderzoek 
verricht naar de daadwerkelijke oorzaken van de primaire en secundaire effecten van 
sociaal milieu. Een belangrijke uitzondering hierop vormt de studie van Van der Werfhorst 
en Hofstede (2007). Meer onderzoek hiernaar is wenselijk, ook vanuit een beleidsmatig 
oogpunt.
Ten tweede, deze studie heeft laten zien dat de prestaties van kinderen een 
belangrijke rol vervullen in de relatie tussen sociaal milieu en het behaalde 
onderwijssucces. Het zou tevens interessant zijn om het belang van motivatie voor deze 
relatie te onderzoeken. Dit leidt niet alleen tot een beter begrip van de primaire en 
secundaire effecten van sociaal milieu, maar geeft ook een beter beeld van het 
meritocratische karakter van het Nederlandse onderwijssysteem (Young, 1958).
Ten derde, de toename van het relatieve belang van de primaire effecten als het gaat 
om de transitie naar het hoger voortgezet onderwijs blijkt in Nederland minder sterk dan 
in Groot-Brittannië en Stockholm (Erikson, 2007; Jackson anderen, 2007). Het feit dat er 
verschillende indicatoren zijn gebruikt voor sociaal milieu (Nederland: ouderlijk 
opleidingsniveau; Groot-Brittannië en Stockholm: sociale klasse) biedt hiervoor een 
mogelijke verklaring, maar ook de verschillen in onderwijssysteem zullen 
hoogstwaarschijnlijk een rol spelen. In welke mate en waarom landen verschillen in het 
(relatieve) belang van de primaire en secundaire effecten van sociaal milieu is een 
interessante vraag voor toekomstig onderzoek.
Ten vierde, sociaal milieu is niet de enige niet-meritocratische factor die van 
invloed is op het onderwijssucces van kinderen. Andere toegeschreven kenmerken, zoals 
geslacht en etniciteit, spelen ook een rol, zoals bleek in hoofdstuk 4 en 6. Een nadeel van 
de onderzoeksmethode die is gehanteerd in hoofdstuk 3 en 5 voor het schatten van (het 
relatieve belang van) de primaire en secundaire effecten van sociaal milieu is dat er geen 
rekening gehouden kan worden met kenmerken zoals geslacht en etniciteit. Als gevolg kan 
het effect van sociaal milieu wellicht zijn overschat. Toekomstig onderzoek waarin andere
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onderzoeksmethoden worden gebruikt, kan aantonen of dit het geval is. Daarnaast, gezien 
het feit dat meisjes en jongens verschillende onderwijskeuzes maken, alsook autochtone 
en allochtone kinderen, is het interessant om (trends in) de onderwijsongelijkheden tussen 
deze groepen nader te onderzoeken. In welke mate zijn de primaire en secundaire 
effecten van belang voor sekse en etnische ongelijkheid in het onderwijs?
Conform eerder Nederlands stratificatieonderzoek, is in dit proefschrift het 
ouderlijke opleidingsniveau gebruikt als indicator voor sociaal milieu, dat wil zeggen het 
hoogst behaalde opleidingniveau van de vader of de moeder. De laatste suggestie voor 
toekomstig onderzoek is gebaseerd op de belangrijke bevinding van de studie van Bakker 
en Cremers (1994) dat het effect van het opleidingsniveau van de vader op de keuze voor 
een type voortgezet onderwijs is afgenomen, daar waar het effect van het opleidingsniveau 
van de moeder is toegenomen. Stocké (2007) kwam voor Duitsland tot eenzelfde 
conclusie. Dit maakt het interessant om te bekijken of de primaire en secundaire effecten 
van sociaal milieu verschillen indien verschillende indicatoren voor sociaal milieu worden 
gebruikt, zoals het opleidingsniveau en de beroepsstatus van de moeder, het 
opleidingsniveau en de beroepsstatus van de vader, en het ouderlijke inkomen.
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